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This study examines the history, development, and
contributions of the Atlanta Independent, an African-
American newspaper established in Atlanta, Georgia, in
1903.
This study was based on the premise that the Atlanta
Independent's news coverage helped to shape the way that
African Americans in Atlanta viewed the world. Largely
ignored by the mainstream Atlanta press, African-American
residents relied on the Independent to provide them with
more objective information about themselves and their
community. A case study analysis approach was used to
analyze data obtained from Robert W. Woodruff Library and
the Atlanta History Center Archives. Primary and secondary
sources such as newspapers, including Independent archives.
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historical journals, and biographies reveal an interesting
portrait of a weekly newspaper and the community it served
for three decades.
The conclusions drawn from this study suggest that the
Atlanta Independent's presentation of events greatly
affected the lives of Atlanta's African-American community,
and the newspaper itself was a reflection of the values of
African Americans in Atlanta from 1903 to 1928.
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This thesis examines the history, development, and
contributions of the Atlanta Independent, an African-
American newspaper founded in Atlanta, Georgia, at the turn
of the twentieth century. Partially funded by the Grand
United Order of Odd Fellows, an African-American fraternal
organization, the Independent and its controversial
founder-editor Ben J. Davis wielded unique influence in the
political, social, and economic affairs of Atlanta's
African-American community. Established during an era
widely considered the 'nadir" of African-American history,
the Atlanta Independent, nevertheless, enjoyed a successful
run from 1903 until 1928.^
The mission and purpose of the Independent was
influenced largely by local, national, and international
events such as the 1906 Atlanta race riot, the massive
northward migration of African Americans from the South
during the second decade of the twentieth century, and
World War I. The Independent's coverage of such events
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helped to shape the way that African Americans in Atlanta
viewed the world because mainstream American newspapers did
not address the interests or issues that concerned African
Americans with any consistency prior to the civil rights
era of the 1950s and the 1960s. Outside of sensational
crime news and the occasional obituary, the mainstream
press virtually ignored African Americans. As a result,
African Americans relied on 'race papers" such as the
Independent to provide them with more reliable and
objective information about themselves and their
communities.^
Further, the Atlanta Independent had a specific impact
on the local African-American community. For a period of
time, the Independent was recognized as an official organ
of both the Republican Party and the Odd Fellows.
Therefore, it represented two very powerful forces in the
local African-American community: a fraternal brotherhood
and the 'the party of Lincoln," providing the paper with
tremendous prestige and authority. By virtue of its
extraordinary position, the Independent had a specific duty
to the community it served as did the many African-American
papers that preceded it. Thus, the Atlanta Independent
actively participated in the growth and development of
African-American Atlanta by influencing social values and
public sentiment for over twenty-five years. This thesis
will reveal how the Independent's presentation of events
greatly affected the lives of Atlanta's African-American
community, and in turn, how the newspaper also reflected
the values of African Americans in Atlanta from 1903 to
1928.^
Any discussion of the Atlanta Independent must begin
with an account of the historical role of the African-
American press. For over 150 years, the African-American
press has served as a voice of protest and progress. All
over America, these "race papers" have responded to the
needs of the greater African-American community, building
legacy of service and advocacy. Many African-American
heroes made their mark as members of the African-American
press. Historical figures such as Frederick Douglass and
W. E. B. DuBois all wrote for African-American newspapers
at one time. In addition, African Americans, like Robert
Abbott of the Chicago Defender and Cornelius A. Scott of
the Atlanta Daily World, became wealthy entrepreneurs by
creating successful publishing empires. For well over a
century, the African-American press sought to educate,
unify, and mobilize African-American communities, giving
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voice to their challenges and triumphs and providing
opportunities for personal and economic growth.'*
In 1827, a group of African-American clergymen
gathered in New York City to found a newspaper that would
'help to bring free Blacks together in convention" against
the African colonization movement that was gaining in
popularity during this period. Freedom's Journal, founded
on 16 March 1827, defended the rights of and established a
dialogue among free people of color. The paper's
prospectus urged free African Americans to vote and
promised to defend them in a 'single voice" against
published attacks in mainstream newspapers such as the New
York Enquirer and the African colonization movement.
Rev. Samuel Cornish and John Brown Russwurm, both
African Americans, were the senior and junior editors of
Freedom's Journal. Cornish was a Presbyterian minister
known for his fiery oratory style, and Russwurm, who also
served as the paper's business manager, was only the second
African American to graduate from college in the United
States. The paper struggled financially because it was
unable to obtain sufficient advertising and circulation
revenue. However, the demise of Freedom's Journal was
actually prompted by the difference of editorial opinion
that evolved between Russwurm and Cornish. Russwurm
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favored a less inflammatory approach than Cornish regarding
the issues of colonization and discrimination against free
people of color. As a result, Cornish resigned as editor
after only six months, unable to resolve his ideological
differences with Russwurm. In spite of the newspaper's
early demise, Russwurm and Cornish were noteworthy for
launching the first African-American newspaper. Freedom's
Journal
For the first sixty years of the nineteenth
century, the many African-American newspapers and journals
that followed Freedom's Journal, such as Frederick
Douglass' Nojfth Star and David Walker's Appeal, were
created expressly to address the issues of slavery and
continued oppression of free African Americans. The
majority of African Americans were enslaved, and the small
population o^ free African Americans concentrated primarily
in the North, upper South, and Mid-Atlantic found their
access to th^ ballot, economic opportunity, and education
extremely limited.® Published in the North, the early
African-American newspaper was primarily an organ of
protest; its purpose was to unify free African Americans in
thought and action. Because African-American newspapers
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served a unique function for such a disadvantaged audience,
they were structured differently from their mainstream
counterparts. Probably more than half of the contents
consisted of editorials, ranging from a condemnation of
slavery to a lecture on the importance of exhibiting
perfect Christian behavior in all situations. Other
features included 'Cures for Drunkenness" and lessons for
better living.’
Though principally political in nature, African-
American newspapers attempted to address the total person,
recognizing the great physical and spiritual damage that
racial oppression caused African Americans. Hence, there
was an almost obsessive focus on moral behavior and
Christianity. For instance, the motto of Freedom's Journal
was a biblical scripture. Proverbs 14:34 'Righteousness
Exalteth A Nation." In its 7 January 1837 edition, the
Weekly Advocate, the nation's third African-American
newspaper, printed an editorial that equated the
colonization movement to an act of infidelity, a violation
of God's commandments that would corrupt the nation. The
paper asserted that African Americans also belonged to
Christ, and it implored the European-American majority to
behave in a Christian manner.
The message African-American newspapers stressed was
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that if African Americans were hardworking, decent
Christians, European Americans would have to treat them
with respect. For example. Freedom's Journal printed a
verse called 'Art of Happy Living," which offered
instructions for moral, appropriate behavior for free
people of co^or:
Despise not ?mall, honest gains, and do not risk what
you have on the elusive prospect of certain living. If
you are comfortable in a thriving way, keep in it, and
abide your own calling, rather than chance another.
The paper also warned against 'any form of frivolity and
hedonism":
Pleasure offers a very smooth, delightful road at the
outset, she tempts the traveller [sic] with fair
promises, anc^ wins thousands - but she taxes without
mercy like an artful robber, she allures till she gets
her victim in her power, and then she strips him of his
health and money.
Free African Americans in the North greatly benefited from
these newspapers; unfortunately, the majority of African
Americans, enslaved, illiterate, and most in need of the
message, lived in the South.®
The editors of the early African-American newspapers
were both influential and controversial men in their own
right. For instance, David Walker was mysteriously found
dead in 1830 following the publication of his Walker's
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Appeal, which criticized the hypocrisy of the Christian
slave owner and called for a slave rebellion. Frederick
Douglass was already a prominent leader in the abolitionist
movement when he founded the North Star in November 1847 as
an anti-slavery vehicle. These devoted journalists and
their newspapers addressed the condition of African
Americans, slave or free, and sought to hasten their
betterment in all facets of life.®
Emancipation following the Civil War gave rise to a
new purpose for African-American newspapers. Even though
the 13^*^, 14^^, and 15^*^ Amendments granted African Americans
freedom, citizenship, and the vote (for men), restoration
of Southern home rule in 1877 swiftly brought the reforms
of Reconstruction to an end. The emergence of the Ku Klux
Klan in 1867 placed African Americans in constant fear for
their lives and property. In addition, in the latter part
of the nineteenth century, the war-induced poverty of the
South in conjunction with the large number of now
unemployed freedmen created a new variation of an old
system: sharecropping, or a 'free-labor plantation
economy." Theoretically, under this system, the landowner
and the laborers 'shared" the harvest. In actuality, in the
South, sharecropping was merely a 'legal" form of slave
labor or peoi;age. African-American sharecroppers were
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forced to buy supplies on credit and were often cheated out
of their profits. Under the conditions of indebtedness,
like a slave, the sharecropper was tied to the land because
he no longer own^d his labor.
At the turn of the twentieth century, African
Americans w^re clearly in jeopardy politically,
economically, and physically. To maintain their self-
appointed rufe over the lives of African-American men and
women, some European-American Southerners willfully
violated the civil rights of America's newest citizens. As
a result, the African-American press renewed its mission to
protest injustice and unify the ’race."
In his book The African American Press, historian
Charles Simmons indicates that '“the history of black
newspapers in the United States could be thought of in
terms of nine distinct historical eras." He also states
that from 1877 to 1915, African Americans endured more
violence and lynching than during any other time in
American history. Therefore, this '“historical era" was
characterized^ by the African-American press' crusade to end
lynching and other race-related violence.
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One important figure who rose from the ranks of the
African-American press to lead the crusade against lynching
was Ida B. Wflls-Barnett. In the late 1880S/ while
teaching at schools in and around Memphis, Tennessee,
Wells-Barnetl;; occasionally wrote articles for a religious
journal that were eventually reprinted in other African-
American newspapers such as the New York Age and the
Detroit Plaindealer. She proved to be a fine writer, and in
1889, she purchased an interest in a newspaper, the Memphis
Free Speech and Headlight. As editor of the Free Speech,
Wells-Barnett; used the editorial column to condemn racial
injustices, particularly the brutality of lynching, which
had become cpmmonplace throughout the South, and rarely
occurred in the North.
In 1892, Wells-Barnett reached a turning point in her
journalistic career when she published a scathing article
on the causes of lynching, which suggested that European-
American women were occasionally duplicitous when accusing
African-American men of rape. In fact, the article
revealed that;, in some cases, European-American women
consented to intercourse with African-American men, and
then later acpcused these men of raping them. Furthermore,
Wells-Barnett indicated that lynching was rarely a
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punishment for rape at all; more often than not, it was a
terrorist tactic to frighten African Americans who
attempted to make any economic or political progress.
Wells-Barnett's editorial on such a 'taboo" topic was
unprecedented. Her article angered many European
Americans. Soon thereafter, the Memphis Free Speech and
Headlight wa? burned down. In addition, an open death
threat was issued to Wells-Barnett stating that if she
returned to Memphis (she was in New York at the time), she
would be killed.
Instead of silencing her, those horrifying events
catapulted Ida B. Wells-Barnett to the forefront of the
anti-lynching movement. She used journalism as her weapon.
She wrote nioii^erous articles for African-American newspapers
throughout the country, penned a couple of books, and
traveled to EJurope to speak out against lynching. As in the
case of Wells-Barnett and Martin Delany, a leader in the
African emigration movement, who served both as editor of
the Pittsburgh Mystery and co-editor of the North Star in
1847, African-American journalists could not simply be
reporters. Their mission, 'to uplift the race," required
them to be activists as well.^^
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For most; of the nineteenth century, the majority of
African-American newspapers were considered 'race papers,"
or cause papers, specifically founded and published to
contribute to the advancement of the 'Negro" race.
However, not unlike the mainstream press, African-American
newspapers were being established at an increasing rate at
the turn of the century. In fact, in 1902 alone, nearly
one hundred African-American newspapers were launched; many
of which wer^ considered 'commercial ventures, rather than
propaganda organs." African-American newspapers such as
the Chicago Defender and the Washington Bee would rise to
prominence as the shapers of African-American consciousness
as well as successful business operations.Founded amidst
an atmosphere of violence and Jim Crow, the Atlanta
Independent was established as both a 'race paper" and a
commercial venture, addressing the social, political, and
economic needs of Atlanta's African-American community.
There would be a host of issues for the Atlanta
Independent to confront at the dawning of a new century in
the South. At the turn of the twentieth century, the
Progressive movement had taken hold in the United States,
and reformers focused on developing cities like Atlanta.
America's urban areas were drastically transformed by rapid
industrialization and its 'social by-products:
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immigration, the concentration of corporate power, and the
widening of class divisions." Drawing on an intellectual
foundation developed by such social thinkers and activists
as Jane Addair^s, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and Thorsten Veblen,
progressives sought to modify the new industrial order
dominated by political 'bosses" and powerful corporations.
Progressives advocated fair regulation of the factory
workplace, the abolition of child labor. Prohibition, women
suffrage, immigration restriction, and the moral 'uplift"
of the urban slum.^^
Progressive ideals did have some impact in Georgia.
Southern progressives championed such issues as regulation
of railroads and utilities, election reform. Prohibition,
abolition of child and convict labor, and more support for
public education. However, historian John Dittmer states,
'Georgia progressives were, at heart, conservative
Democrats . . . progressive reform in Georgia was
conservative, elitist, and above all racist." Although the
idea of progressive reform was at the height of its
popularity in the first decade on the twentieth century,
the majority of legislative proposals brought forth in the
14
Georgia Geneiral Assembly was concerned primarily with the
restriction of African-American freedom.^®
The Sou^h had undergone a social phenomenon that the
North had not. For most Southerners, the legacy of slavery
was the crealpion of a permanent underclass to which African
Americans solely belonged. In theory. Progressives wished
to repair America's social fabric; yet once again, that
definition of America did not necessarily include African
Americans, l^owhere was that more evident than in the South
where African Americans daily endured racial violence,
economic exploitation, inhumane living conditions, and
oppressive Jim Crow laws. At the turn of the twentieth
century, lif^ for African Americans in Atlanta, Georgia was
no different.
From 1900 until about 1920, Atlanta, along with other
urban areas i,n Georgia including Savannah and Augusta,
became a major migration center for many of the state's
poor and unemployed European Americans from the mountains
of North Georgia. In addition, the African-American
population in the capital city nearly doubled during this
period as thousands came in from the "black belt," the
agricultural center of the state that stretched across
middle and southwest Georgia, most likely in flight from
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the oppressive sharecropping system. They came in search
of work, education, and social and religious outlets. The
majority of these new city dwellers were unskilled, and
they found themselves in competition with poor, unskilled
European Americans for low-paying, undesirable jobs. In
fact, by 1920, seventy percent of the African-American
workforce in Atlanta consisted of unskilled laborers. As a
result, these African-American migrants were forced to live
in "shanties," or ramshackle huts, because they were unable
to afford adequate housing. Some European Americans
referred to t^hese areas where poor African Americans lived
as "Darktown," "Niggertown," "Brownsville," and "Slippery
Slide." In Black Georgia in the Progressive Era, historian
John Dittmer indicates that these neighborhood slums in the
southwestern part of Atlanta between the Georgia Railroad
and Atlanta University were overcrowded, had no sanitation
facilities, and the "streets were full of holes, mud, and
debris." They were also centers of prostitution and
bootlegging.
Many middle-class African Americans avoided the west
side of town, choosing instead to live in the area known as
the fourth ward, just east of downtown. They fared
slightly better because they could afford to live in closer
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proximity to the areas that the city serviced. Some
African-American professionals opted instead to reside in
the Vine City/Hunter Street area in the vicinity of the
Atlanta University complex, which included Spelman,
Morehouse, ar^d Morris Brown Colleges. W. E. B. DuBois, who
was teaching at Atlanta University during this time period,
described the geographical distribution of Atlanta's
African-American population as 'stretched like a great
diombbell across the city, with one center in the east and a
smaller one in the west, connected by a narrow belt."
Oddly enough, briefly during the earliest part of the
century, some African-American professionals lived on the
same streets as lower-middle-class European Americans of
similar economic status. Stationed on Decatur Street and
later on Auburn Avenue, Atlanta's African-American middle
class consisted of a professional class that included
doctors, clergymen, businessmen, educators, and civil
servants. They existed somewhere between a very small,
somewhat wealthy elite typified by Alonzo Herndon,
Atlanta's first African-American millionaire, and a very
large poverty-stricken working class. Progressivism and
its call for social and economic reform most loudly
resonated with the African-American middle class
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(mirroring its European-American counterpart)
The Independent's founder, Ben J. Davis, originally
from Dawson, Georgia, was influenced not only by the
doctrines of Progressivism, but also by the gross economic
disparities between the lives of African and European
Americans in Atlanta. Some accounts suggest that Davis'
formal education did not extend beyond grade six. Other
sources indicate that Davis matriculated at Atlanta
University. While the facts regarding the extent of his
educational background are unclear, it is undisputed that
he briefly taught school in Terrell County, Georgia, which
is located 168 miles southwest of Atlanta. He later
learned the publishing trade in Dawson while working for
Tom Loyles, a European-American piiblisher and printer.
According to his son, Ben Davis, Jr., a prominent
attorney and the first Communist city councilman elected
from Harlem, New York City, in the late 1940s, Davis senior
left Dawson for Atlanta because there were no "real
educational and manhood opportunities" for himself and his
family. Davis immediately became active in Atlanta's
African-American community as a Mason, an Elk, a member of
the Knights of Pythias, and president of the Baptist
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Laymen's League. The younger Davis described his father
as 'militant, ambitious, aggressive," and 'of strong
determination." In 1889, Davis senior joined the Grand
United Order of Odd Fellows, an African-American fraternal
order that provided burial insurance and other mutual aid
benefits to its members. He quickly rose to prominence in
the Odd Fellpws, holding various leadership positions,
including Grand Secretary of Georgia's state chapter. The
Odd Fellows vfas widely regarded as the 'largest secret
order among blacks in the world;" in fact, under Davis'
leadership, the Georgia membership increased from ten
thousand to over fifty thousand members. By 1912, the
Order of Odd Fellows was also the 'wealthiest Negro
fraternal organization in the South," with a monthly income
of $20,000 in Georgia alone and a net worth exceeding
$750,000. Their building on Auburn Avenue was an
impressive six-story structure with several offices,
conference rooms, and a rooftop garden for social events.
It was the first commercial building to be free of Jim Crow
regulations in Atlanta, and it served as the foundation for
the development of the 'Sweet Auburn" business district.^®
Ben Davis established the Atlanta Independent in 1903.
As a member of the organization's leadership, he decided to
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laitie the Independent as the official organ of the Order in
.904. In return, the Odd Fellows agreed to provide
iinancial subsidies for the paper. According to historian
i’rederick Detweiler, by 1922, at least forty-five
newspapers were instituted by African-American fraternal
nrganizations, and the majority of these papers were
‘common carriers of the news, opinions, and advertising
:hat belong to a general newspaper." The Independent was
funded primarily by circulation revenue and Odd Fellows'
subsidies. Thus, the paper enjoyed more autonomy than
)ther African-American newspapers that relied more heavily
)n their advertising revenue. Because the Independent was
acre financially sound, Davis was able to use its pages to
aromote his own political and social views as well as to
endorse his own personal interests in the Atlanta
community.
Obviously a great deal of copy space was devoted to
)dd Fellows' business, including news, minutes from various
meetings and assemblies, and the individual chapters'
financial disclosures. The Independent would often print
ahotographs of the Odd Fellows building, or of various
lembers of the executive board, including Ben Davis, whose
.ikeness graced the front page on many occasions. There
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was also an '^Odd Fellows Column" in the earlier editions.
Later, the Independent devoted an entire page specifically
to Odd Fellows business along with additional brief
paragraphs dispersed throughout the paper.
The affairs of the Republican Party also received
significant coverage in the Atlanta Independent. For a
period of years, the logo 'OFFICIAL REPUBLICAN PARTY ORGAN"
ran across the foot of the front page. During presidential
election years, the Independent ran full front-page
photographs ^nd descriptions of the Republican Party's
presidential ticket as well as any favorable publicity for
the GOP. Republican candidates in local and statewide
elections were also awarded front-page space as well as
columns throinghout the paper. For example, in its 23
January 1904 edition, the announcement 'For President:
Theodore Roosevelt, New York, For State Chairman: W.H.
Johnson, and National Committeeman: J.W. Lyons" was
featured directly beneath the Independent's masthead. In
addition, the paper often placed brief editorials on the
front page, such as 'Why the Colored American Citizen is,
as a Rule, a Republican" by Dr. H. R. Butler, that
condemned the Democratic Party as the 'party of the Ku Klux
//21Klan.
Editor Ben Davis, himself, was a Republican National
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Committeeman for six years, and acted as secretary of the
GOP State Executive Committee for eighteen years. He
represented Georgia as a delegate to the Republican
National Convention from 1920 to 1944, and he attended
every convention from 1908 to 1944. As head of Georgia's
Republican P^rty, Davis was responsible for handing out
patronage during the various GOP administrations. European
Americans were forced to "come hat in hand" to Davis to
request consideration for federal positions. This
political power clearly inspired the rather inflammatory
editorial license Davis often employed regarding issues of
22
race.
Notwithstanding its special interests, the Atlanta
Independent resembled the basic layout setup of other
smaller newspapers of its day: a four-page, eight-col\amn
weekly. By »7anuary 1904, the "management decided to give
thousands of [its] readers an eight-page, six-column
weekly, combining every feature of the magazine and
newspaper." In later years, the paper also added an
illustrated magazine feature section.^^
The staff of the Independent originally consisted of
only two persons: Ben Davis, the editor/business manager.
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and J. W. Dayison, the assistant editor/advertising
manager. In its 8 November 1913 edition, the paper
reported that; the staff had grown to eight, excluding
delivery personnel. By 1928, the Independent had a
considerable staff of more than fifteen, comprised of
several editors, a photographer, and both local and
national correspondents. Although the various editors
changed from year to year, Ben Davis remained the most
prominent and certainly the most permanent figure on the
staff. As a result of his constant leadership and his
influence, the Independent maintained a relatively
consistent physical setup and editorial philosophy
throughout its tv\fenty-five year existence.
Originally distributed on Saturdays, and eventually on
Thursdays, the Independent's subscription prices remained
relatively the same through its twenty-five year history.
The original rates were $.50 for three months, $1.00 for
six months, and $1.50 for one year. In fact, in September
1913, the Independent's agents were instructed to offer
one-year subscriptions for only one dollar. However, in
its 15 November 1928 edition, the paper boasted that it
gave 'the public the combined advantages of a first-class
newspaper and magazine for the price of one," which was two
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dollars. In comparison, the Atlanta Constitution cost
five cents daily and one dollar weekly in 1904. Its yearly
price had ri^en to six dollars in 1913, and by 1928, it
cost five cents daily and nine dollars yearly to purchase
the Constitution.^^ According to John Wiley Rozier in his
dissertation, 'A History of the Negro Press in Atlanta,"
the Independent's coverage was "largely devoted to club
news, social notes, church notices, and other religious
news" in 190?. However, Rozier indicates that "the best
writing and thinking in the paper was to be found on the
editorial pa^es where editor Davis wielded a forceful pen
in a very capable manner." Hailed as "the Deep South's
most militant newspaper," the Independent's strength indeed
was its weekly editorial by Ben Davis, which was featured
prominently on the front page. Its editorial policy was
simple: "PRINCIPLES NOT MEN," promising that "the manhood
and the equal political and civil rights of the race would
be our shibboleth without apology or compromise." The
mission of the Independent was to "safeguard the public
interest," and in its 1 November 1913 edition, the paper
proclaimed that "by pursuing its well settled policy of
doing its duty ... it has built up the greatest newspaper
organ of color in the world." Clearly the editor himself
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recognized tl^e great impact of the Independent's
controversial editorial policy in the struggle for the
advancement of the race.^®
The Atlanta Independent was founded in the activist
tradition of Freedom's Journal, the North Star, and other
African-American newspapers that preceded it. Its purpose
was to promote race consciousness and pride within the
local African-American community. However, the Independent
was also established as a commercial venture by its
founder-editor Ben J. Davis, a controversial businessman
and leader. In 1903, Davis and the Atlanta Independent
dutifully embarked on that dual mission with an aggressive
editorial policy and significant alliances with the Odd
Fellows and the Republican Party.
25
^Rayford Logan, The Betrayal of the Negro (New York;
McMillan, 1965) .
^Alton Hornsby, The Black Press in the South 1865-1979,
ed. Henry Suggs (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1983),
119; Morris Janowitz, The Community Press in an Urban
Setting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952),
xii.; Carolyn Martindale, The White Press and Black America
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 82-83.
^The Black Press: Soldiers Without Swords (1998),
documentary.
'^Roland E. Wolseley, The Black Press U.S.A, (Ames, lA:
Iowa State University Press, 1971), 3-5; Charles Simmons,
The African American Press (Jefferson, NC: McFarland &
Co., 1998), 69.
^Armistead S. Pride and Clint C. Wilson II, A History
of the Black Press (Washington DC: Howard University Press,
1997), 130; Simmons, The African American Press,^ 9-10.
^Thomas Frazier, ed., Afro-American History, 2d ed.
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1988), 88-89.
'^Freedom's Journal, 30 March 1827; Frankie Hutton, The
Early Black Press in America 1827-1860 (Westport, CT:
Greenwood Press, 1993), 103, 110-111.
*Pride and Wilson, A History, 11-16; Hutton, The Early
Black Press 103-107, A5, A7; Frederick Detweiler, The Negro
Press in the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1922), 30.
^Frazier, Afro-American History, 91; Pride and Wilson,
A History, 51; Simmons, The African American Press, 5.
^“Deirdre Mullane, ed.. Crossing the Danger Water:
Three Hundred Years of African-American Writing (New York;
Doubleday, 1993), 293-299, 317-323; John Garraty, American
History (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1982), 508,
512-513; Lerone Bennett, Before the Mayflower: A History of
Black America, 5^^ ed. (New York: Penguin, 1982), 231.
26
"simmons. The African American Press, 1.
*^Paula Giddings, When and Where I Enter: The Impact
of Black Women on Race and Sex in America (New York;
Quill, 1984), 23-29; Ida B. Wells, The Crusade for
Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells, ed. Alfreda
Duster (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970),
chs. 6, 7.
^^Alfreda M. Duster, foreword to Crusade for Justice,
by Ida B. Wells (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1970), xviii, xix; Hutton, The Early Black Press, 16-17;
Pride and Wilson, A History, 51, 56-59.
''^Wolseley, The Black Press U.S.A., 7-9.
Paul Boyer et al., eds.. The Enduring Vision: A
History of the American People from 1865, 2d ed., vol. 2
(Lexington, MA; Heath, 1993), 733-734.
^^John Dittmer, Black Georgia in the Progressive Era
1900-1920 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1977),
110-112.
^^Dittmer, Black Georgia, 2, 12-13, 27; Gary Pomerantz,
When Peachtree Meets Sweet Auburn (New York; Penguin,
1996;, 65.
IS
Gerald Horne, Black Liberation/Red Scare: Ben Davis
and the Communist Party (Newark, DE; University of
Delaware Press, 1994), 18-20; Donald L. Grant, The Way It
Was In the South: The Black Experience in Georgia (New
York: Birch Lane Press, 1993), 249, 262; Henry Winston,
foreword to Ben J. Davis, Jr.: Communist Councilman from
Harlem - Autobiographical Notes Written in a Federal
Penitentiary (New York: International Publishers, 1969),
27.
^^Grant, The Way It Was, 258; Detweiler, The Negro
Press, 50-51.
20
Atlanta Independent, 20 February, 2 April 1904.
^*Ibid., 27 February 1904.
27
^^Horne, Black Liberation, 21-22; Hane Walton, Jr.,
Black Republicans: The Politics of the Black and Tans
(Metuchen, NJ; Scarecrow Press, 1975), 175-176.
^^Atlanta Independent, 30 January 1904; 3 November
1928.
^'*Ibid., 25 February 1928.
^^Ibid., 23 January 1904; Atlanta Constitution, 28 June
1904, 4 September 1913, 1 January 1928.
26
John Wiley Rozier, "A History of the Negro Press in
Atlanta" (master's thesis, Emory University, 1947), 39;
Atlanta Independent, 23 January 1904.
CHAPTER II
THE ATLANTA INDEPENDENT'S NEWS COVERAGE FROM 1^03 TO
1928
This chapter examines the Atlanta Independent's news
coverage from 1903 to 1928. Given its philosophical
influences and practical limitations, the particular
stories that the Independent chose to present reveal much
about its race-conscious mission as a newspaper. This
chapter also explores the effect of those influences and
limitations on the paper's news coverage. Furthermore, it
shows how local, national, and international news events
and issues shaped the Independent's identity and purpose.
The Atlanta Independent surfaced during the heyday of
the American newspaper. At no time was the newspaper more
prominent th^n at the turn of the twentieth century. It
was the single most popular way for Americans to get their
news. By 1914, there were over 2,600 dailies and over
14,000 weeklies printed in the United States, and they were
readily accessible to the public. An individual could
purchase a newspaper on any urban street corner, or people
could subscribe to various newspapers and have them
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delivered to their homes. Newspapers were also affordable
because they were relatively cheap to produce. Some papers
could be purchased for just a few cents.
People relied on the newspaper for news about the world,
for job opportunities and housing, or even for a perspective on
the candidates in the next presidential election. The frequently
provocative headlines of the local paper often provided citizens
with endless topics of discussion in barbershops, grocery
stores and living rooms all over America. Newspapers were
the primary source of information Americans had available
to use in mailing decisions concerning their lives. The
particular presentation of news affected where people chose
to live and work and how they interacted with one another,
much as the modern media does today. At the turn of the
century, the press had the power to alter public
perspective and perception. Even with the growing
popularity of radio in the late 1920s and the rise of
television in the early 1950s, the newspaper still
maintained ar^ unsurpassed dominance in the media market
until the 1970s. For most of this century, no other media
source played such a pivotal role in the lives of the
American people.^
At the turn of the twentieth century, in spite of the
popularity and influence of newspapers generally.
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mainstream papers did not serve the African-American
community in this same manner. The dominant majority
simply did not view African Americans as citizens at that
time. As a result, they were either ignored or denied
access to vi^-tually every American institution, including
the mainstream press. The abuses of Jim Crow were numerous
throughout the South. For example, in 1903, the Southern
Bank of Savannah, Georgia, established separate deposit
windows for African and European Americans. In Atlanta,
barbershops were required to designate whether they would
serve African- or European-American patrons, and courts
used separate Bibles for African- and European-American
witnesses. The South Carolina Code of 1915 prohibited
textile factories from allowing African and European
Americans to work together in the same room, or use the
same entrances, exits, and restroom facilities. At the
turn of the twentieth century, over ninety percent of
African Americans lived in the South. As segregation was
implemented as the 'law of the land," Southern newspapers
effectively and deliberately omitted the presence of
African Americans from their pages, indicative of the lack
of value placed on their lives in the South.^
On rare occasions when the mainstream press did
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mention African Americans, the coverage was usually
racially offensive. These Southern newspapers only
published accounts of African-Americans' alleged criminal
exploits, or editorials that asserted notions of 'white
superiority." For instance, the Charleston News & Courier
published the following statement in 1906: 'Separation of
the races is the only radical solution of the Negro problem
in the country. There is no room for them [the Negroes]
here." The copy often described African Americans in
derogatory terms such as 'savages" and 'fiends." In a
statement printed in the 24 September 1906 edition of the
Atlanta Constitution, Atlanta's mayor, James G. Woodward,
in response to the race riot that began two days earlier
declared, 'A? long as black brutes attempt rape upon our
white women, just so long will they be unceremoniously
dealt with," In fact, these types of stories were often
published without substantial evidence or valid sources.
Even more fri,ghtening was the fact that African Americans
were often victimized as a result of these articles. In an
editorial comment printed 4 July 1906, the Atlanta Journal
declared: 'That burning of a negro [sic] at the stake in
Indian Territory shows that the new state is progressing
32
toward the privilege of civilized statehood." More often
than not, these articles, even when they were accurate
accounts of criminal acts by African Americans, were used
to impeach the entire character of a race, instead of
merely the actions of specific individuals.^
The racist policies employed by the mainstream press
were particularly damaging for African Americans at the
turn of the twentieth century because of the influential
role newspapers played in American communities. In most
cases, particularly in the North, these stories and
editorials w^re the only exposure readers had to African-
American life; the negative, racist words and images
created a distorted, inaccurate picture of African
Americans. Mainstream papers helped to perpetuate the
stereotypes that, in turn, somehow validated the second-
class citizenship to which African Americans had been
relegated. For example, from July 1906 through September
1906, not a single article or editorial regarding African
Americans published in the Atlanta Journal or the Atlanta
Constitution was unrelated to crime or disfranchisement.■*
Therefore, due to the inherent racism of the majority
press, the Atlanta Independent attempted to provide a more
accurate, less biased alternative account of African-
American life from 1903 until 1928. The paper had a
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responsibility to present more fact-based news coverage
concerning African Americans. In fact, the Independent not
only sought to neutralize the negative, racist assertions
of the mainstream press, but it also tried to present
positive portrayals of African Americans to educate and
inspire the local African-American community.
However, there were limitations to what news coverage
the Independent could provide at that time. The
Independent was distributed weekly, not daily like the
Atlanta Constitution, the premier mainstream newspaper in
Georgia. Therefore, African Americans still relied on the
majority press for day-to-day news. In fact, the
Independent published editorials and advertisements
criticizing the local African-American community's
continued patronage of the Atlanta Constitution.^ However,
as a weekly, the Independent offered coverage of those news
stories that had the greatest impact on the lives of
African Americans in Atlanta.
While the paper had more time to cover its stories,
the Independent's news coverage also was restricted by
limited space. Within a year of its establishment, the
paper increased its size from a four-page, eight-column
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weekly to an eight-page, six-column weekly. However, the
Atlanta Independent was a community newspaper, and its
primary resppnsibility was to address the direct needs of
Atlanta's African-American community. Therefore, as one of
the paper's ifiajor benefactors, the Odd Fellows organization
required a great deal of copy space, as did the news of the
Republican Party. As mentioned above, the Independent also
carried much of the local church, fraternal, and club news
as well as other social notices. Advertisements required
space as well, so what space remained for news items was
limited.®
As a result, in the Independent's early days, news
coverage of qertain national and international events, such
as the ratification of the Panama Canal Treaty in 1903 or
the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905, was often placed in a
column entitled 'Cream of News - Brief Summary of Most
Important Events of Each Day." In subsequent years, this
type of coverage was dispersed in small paragraphs
throughout tbe paper, or on occasion, discussed in an
editorial column. The Atlanta Independent provided little
space for nevfs not directly related to the lives of African
Americans because it was contrary to the paper's primary
mission of promoting race consciousness.^
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The Independent's news coverage was also influenced by
a governing ideology. While the presentation of the
Southern majority press was greatly influenced by the
notion of 'white superiority," the Independent was guided
by the accommodationist principles of Booker T. Washington,
the 'Wizard of Tuskegee." From 1895 until 1915, African-
American leaders in the North and South were for the most
part compelled to align themselves ideologically with the
philosophy of Booker T. Washington, or by default, the
philosophy of W. E. B. DuBois. Washington, in an address
at the 1895 Cotton States and International Exposition in
Atlanta, issued his solution to the 'Negro problem," that
would become known as the 'Atlanta Compromise." He called
for a new South built on the 'agricultural and industrial
cooperation qf the races." Washington instructed African
Americans to forfeit higher education and political and
social equality in favor of vocational education and
economic self-reliance in the South. This policy of
conciliation and racial accommodation offended W. E. B.
DuBois, a founding member of the Niagara Movement, which
became the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) in 1909. DuBois favored the
development of an well-educated 'Talented Tenth" of the
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African-American population that would work for the
political and social advancement of African Americans.®
Ben Davis, the editor of the Independent, was a vocal
proponent of Booker T. Washington's philosophy, and a close
acquaintance of Washington himself. In fact, Washington
contributed articles and often placed advertisements in the
paper. There is evidence that, on occasion, Washington was
notably late in paying the bills. In another incident,
Washington personally called on Davis to ensure the
election of one of his lieutenants, J. C. Ashby, to the
post of editor of the Odd Fellows Journal. Davis promised
a ''fight to the finish" to secure Ashby's victory.
Therefore, the Independent's news stories, features, and
editorials often promoted Washington's doctrine of self-
help, economic growth and conciliation. This alliance with
Booker T. Washington guaranteed the Independent favors and
special consideration. For example, Davis was appointed
president of the Atlanta Board of Trade, a Washingtonian
organization.®
However, there were contradictions in this alliance
between the Independent and the Tuskegee machine. First,
the Independent was a self-proclaimed "official Republican
Party organ," which hardly seemed to indicate an attitude
37
of political accommodation. The paper encouraged African
Americans to vote in order to protect their civil rights.
Second, the gather inflammatory tone of the Independent's
editorials certainly differed from the more conciliatory
language of Washington's philosophy. For example, in a 30
September 1916 editorial, the Independent criticized
eligible African-American voters who had not registered to
vote, stating that they "disfranchised themselves." Such a
political agenda was not squarely in line with Washington's
focus on economic growth and self-reliance. Yet, the
Independent was wholly a part of the Tuskegee "machine,"
and Washington's accommodationist ideology was a primary
influence on the Independent's news coverage.
Given its philosophical influences and practical
limitations, the Independent's news coverage primarily
concentrated on events and issues that concerned African
Americans. A^ stated in the previous chapter, from 1877
until 1915, the first priority of the African-American
press was the fight against lynching. In turn, the Atlanta
Independent also took up that fight. In the 23 January
1904 edition, the paper reported that a European-American
minister from Wilmington, Delaware, was charged with
"inciting a mob" after he delivered a sermon entitled
38
'Should the Murderer of Helen Bishop be Lynched." The
Independent reported the 'sermon so worked up the people''
that they formed a lynch mob and burned George White, an
African-American man who confessed to the murder, at the
stake. The paper clearly identified with the African-
American victim, in spite of the confession, referring to
him as 'our Qeorge White." The story's headline, 'Sermon
Caused Lynching," placed the blame squarely on the
minister's sermon and condemned the lynching as contrary to
due process ol Idw.^^
In an April 1904 editorial, the Independent described
the lynching of a Mr. Dixson and the ensuing riot in
Springfield, Ohio, as evidence that lynching was not merely
a Southern phenomenon. The paper also declared that the
Springfield riot was unlike any other Southern occurrence,
'not even in Mississippi and South Carolina," drawing a
rather odd distinction between Southern 'crime-driven"
lynching and the random mob violence of the Northern riot.
Furthermore, the Independent reported that the disturbance
in Springfield was evidence that the 'natural home of the
black man is the South.
In his book Black Georgia in the Progressive Age,
historian John Dittmer indicates that Georgia recorded 505
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lynchings bel^ween 1882 and 1923, more than any other state.
Even more significant is the fact more African Americans
were lynched in Georgia between 1900 and 1920 than had been
in the previous twenty years. Dittmer also states that
''many white southerners defended lynching as a deterrent to
rape, and most assumed the vast majority of lynch victims
were rapists. Both assumptions were incorrect." The
Independent's message to the local African-American
community regarding the Springfield riot mirrored Booker T.
Washington's philosophy. Both drew the rather illogical
conclusion of a somehow justifiable, yet undistinguishable
difference between crime-driven lynching in the South and
the random mob violence in the North. The paper's
assertion was that if African Americans remained in the
South, their "natural home," they could avoid the North's
random violence.
The Atlanta race riot of September 1906 presented a
new challenge for the Independent. Scholars have come to
consider it one of the "worst attacks on Blacks in the
twentieth century." The violence began around 9:30 PM on
Saturday, 22 September when a mob of more than 5,000
European Americans assembled at Five Points in downtown
Atlanta and swept down Decatur Street, randomly attacking
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African-American bystanders. For the next two days, the
mob brutally assaulted hundreds of African Americans and
destroyed their property. Official reports indicate that
at least ten African Americans and two European Americans
died during t;he riot; however, actual numbers have been
estimated as being much higher.
On 29 September 1906, the Independent's front page
reported a thousand Atlanta citizens, both African and
European Americans, met at the Fulton County Superior Court
on 28 SepteitJper to restore law and order in Atlanta. The
group drafted resolutions condemning the riot. The paper
published no specific details regarding the cost in human
lives or property damage. Oddly enough, the Atlanta
Constitution carried several articles regarding the
skirmishes on the prior two days in its 24 September 1906
issue. It ig possible to conclude that the Independent's
editors possibly felt it safer to abstain from publishing
accounts that; could possibly be perceived as inflammatory
at that time. However, the Independent did piablish a
single obituary for Frank Smith, submitted by his friend,
J. L. Black. The obituary gave an account of Smith's death
at the hands of 'a mob of poor white crackers.
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In the 29 September and 6 October editions, the
Atlanta Independent instructed the local African-American
community as to the proper response to the riot in a series
of editorials. In the 29 September editorial, the paper
indicated that the mob consisted of a small, ignorant few,
while the 'Southerners as a unit are our [African
Americans'] best friends. The conciliatory tone of the
editorial provides an example of the influence of Booker T.
Washington. The Independent instructed its readers to
refrain from blaming an entire race for the actions of a
few; although, the paper quickly pointed out that this was
exactly how the European-American community traditionally
judged African Americans.
The 29 September edition also carried an editorial,
'Let Us Stand Pat," which implored African Americans to
remain in Atlanta and to trust that European-American
leaders such as John Temple Graves, Chief Joiner, and Clark
Howell would restore law and order. Ironically, it was John
Temple Graves, the editor of the Atlanta Georgian, who, in
support of Hoke Smith, published unconfirmed accounts of
eleven attacks on European-American women by African-
American men in the previous seven weeks. In fact, the
Atlanta race riot was, in part, sparked by the negative
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Democratic gybernatorial race during which the candidates.
Smith and Clark Howell, conducted 'race-baiting campaigns"
in the daily press to sway frightened European-American
voters
The Independent's coverage of lynching and other race-
related violence continued in earnest in the years
following the 1906 Atlanta race riot. The paper piablished
editorials and news stories regarding lynching and other
acts of mob violence in 1913, 1914, and 1915. The lynching
of Leo Frank, a Jewish factory manager accused of murdering
a European-American girl, Mary Phagan, was the subject of
an editorial in March 1914. In the 12 January 1917
edition, an article with the headline 'LYNCHING RECORD FOR
1916 SHOWS D^ICREASE," indicated that according to studies
done at Tuskegee, the nimber of lynchings decreased by 13
from 1915 to 1916. However the worst racial violence was
yet to gome i.n the wake of World War I.^®
Although the Independent's editorials were clearly
influenced by Washington's philosophy of conciliation and
accommodation, the paper did consistently condemn such acts
of violence against African Americans. The Atlanta
Independent kept the local African-American community
informed of these crimes, and it even offered its readers
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advice on how to respond to mob violence. For example, in a
26 March 1904 editorial, the Independent urged its readers
to 'work out their fortunes" through Booker T. Washington's
philosophy:
There is no burning of our homes, expelling us from our
communities oir ahooting us down in cold txlood when we
ask for an opportunity to earn bread.
In spite of fhe atmosphere of repression and violence in
Atlanta and throughout the South, the Independent boldly
protested th^ practice of lynching.
Obviously, at the beginning of the twentieth century,
the issues o^ race and race relations were also most
significant in the lives of Atlanta's African-American
community. The efforts of the Reconstruction Congress to
protect African Americans after the Civil War had failed.
The South would not easily yield its 'sovereignty" over the
lives of African Americans despite the constitutional
mandates of the 13^^, 14^^, and 15^“^ Amendments. By 1879
once Southern states had rejoined the Union and federal
troops were removed from the South, Southern legislatures
began to circumvent the Civil War Amendments with the
passage of such legislation as the 'grandfather clause" and
poll tax requirements. Furthermore, the decision of the
Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) established the
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'separate but; equal" principle as a federally sanctioned
doctrine. By 1900, a system of legal segregation was
firmly in place throughout the South. The Independent's
news coverage frequently included discussion of these race
matters. The Independent's readers were in a precarious
position, and they needed information and guidance to
survive in the segregated world of the Jim Crow South.
In its earlier editions, the Atlanta Independent ran a
column called 'Race Gleanings," which included brief
paragraphs regarding the national and international status
of African people around the world. For example, in the 5
March 1904 edition, the 'Race Gleanings" column carried a
story from a Berlin, Germany, paper that discussed the
harsh treatment of African servants and laborers in
Germany's African colonies. 'Race Gleanings" also offered
brief news stories concerning race in other American
cities. A story entitled 'No Color Line on Grand Jury"
reported on the United States Supreme Court's ruling in
Carter v. Texas (1903) that declared the exclusion of
African Americans from grand juries in criminal cases that
involved other African Americans as unconstitutional. The
same column carried a story from a Washington, D. C. paper
on the growth of the African-American population in
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Baltimore, Maryland, which brought the race question to the
forefront
In the 20 February 1904 edition, 'Race Gleanings"
reported on the success of two new African-American banks
in Nashville, Tennessee, and Savannah, Georgia. In
addition, thd^s column included a paragraph from the Chicago
Chronicle, which detailed the plight of Beauregard F.
Mosley, an African-American attorney, who won a $25
judgement in a Jim Crow case, and then lost on appeal. In
the original case, Mosley was awarded $25.00 from Charles
Grace, who refused to serve him a meal because of his
color. An appellate court overturned the verdict, stating
that the original judge had 'gone beyond the law." The
case attracted the attention of Chicago's African-American
community.
The 'Race Gleanings" column not only informed the
local African-American community about racial progress and
conflict, but it also connected them to a larger
African/African-American community in their struggle for
their rights. Although the name of the 'Race Gleanings"
coliamn was later changed to 'News of Interest to Afro-
Americans, it continued to carry the same type of national
and international stories regarding r^ce.^®
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OddJ-y enough, except for the ''Race Gleanings" column/
the Independent rarely carried specific news of the abuses
of Jim (prow. This was possibly due, in large part, to the
governing philosophy of the Independent. Booker T.
Washingifon called for a separation of the races in "all
things social," and Ben Davis took this notion even
further, Th^ paper urged its African-American readers to
segregate themselves voluntarily from the dominant culture
in order to establish their own economic and social
institutions.
Beyond the creation of a viable African-American
communi'p:y, the paper's endorsement of "separate but equal"
promoted the race's safety and well being. For example,
the Independent's city editor, E. B. Barco, reported that
separate accommodations for the races were required "at the
voting iprecincts, in passenger trains, street cars, parks,
opera houses, and shows." However, Barco indicated that
European-American men and women often rode those elevators
designated for African-American patrons in city buildings
in addijiion to their own elevators. The Independent
admonished the city to restrict European Americans from
riding African-American elevators as a violation of the
city ordinance, reasoning that "suppose, accidentally, some
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colored man should stumble and fall against some white lady
while getting on or off the car, what would be the
outcome?" Of course, the suggestion here is that even
incidental contact between African-American men and
European-American women could lead to charges of rape and
subsequently the lynch mob. The Independent not only
endorsed racial segregation in this case, but it also
ordered its enforcement by the authorities
In a November 1913 editorial 'Segregation in Piiblic
Office," the Independent hailed segregation as both a
'remedy and panacea for the Negro's shortcomings," and 'his
great developer." The Independent informed its readers
that segregation would force African Americans to improve
themselves intellectually, culturally, and economically, in
hopes of equaling the level of their 'superior," the 'white
man."^^ Likewise, the paper criticized the 'middle class,
educated Negroes" that sought to integrate segregated
stores, barber shops, churches, and the like. The
Independent advised its readers to patronize their own
stores and shops or those who welcomed African-Americans'
business. The paper stated its position regarding Jim
Crow:
There is no need of kicking about Jim Crow conditions,
so long as have Jim Crow tJegroes. There are going to
be Jim Crow accommodations until we can cure our race of
that element of our people vdio are -ashamed orf
themselves, ashamed of their racial identr-ty, ashamecl of
their color, who are trying to be white.
The paper accepted segregation as an unjust, yet necessary
evil for the development of a culturally strong and
financially independent African-American community.
The eleqbive franchise was the topic of many articles
and editorials in the Independent. Although Booker T.
Washington's philosophy advocated economic self-reliance as
the means by which African Americans could *earn" the
voting privilege, Ben Davis believed that the vote was the
only way that African Americans could protect their
economic and social institutions. Whereas Davis urged
African Americans to become economically self-sufficient,
he also stressed the importance of exercising their full
rights of citizenship. Therefore, the Independent was
perhaps most critical of Jim Crow legislation that
restricted African-Americans' access to the franchise.
In a 1904 editorial, the Independent reported that the
"total exclusion of the Negro from participation in the
affairs of government" was inevitable because of the
"republican [sic] indifference and democratic [sic]
A9
prejudice" of European-American men. Furthermore, the
paper regretted the fact that, following slavery, African
I
Americans were granted the franchise before they had
sufficiently established a strong economic and moral
foundation.Oddly enough, the Atlanta Constitution
published an editorial praising the Independent for this
insight into the 'Negro problem," which the Independent
then reprinted. In fact, the Constitution stated that:
The Negro mass . . . must stop its childish attempt to
play in the political fire, go to work, go to church,
learn a trade, cultivate some common sense, and with it
the good opii^ion and friendship of fair-minded white
people who have become disgusted with the 'political
nigger' .
The Independent replied that it did not favor African-
American "exclusion from politics or any fundamental
principle under the law." The paper clarified its
position:
We mean that we must rest our civilization upon
industrial and economic bases, and give our attention to
politics incidentally as a protection of our Interests,
which must be in common with our neighbors.
This exchange not only illustrates that the Independent
advocated the franchise for its readers despite its pro-
Washington stance, but it also reveals that the
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Independent's audience included some portion of the local
European-American community as well.
The paper admonished its readers to 'register [to
vote] . . . and then see to it that your neighbor does
likewise," citing the vote as a duty and 'both the
requirement of God and the law." The Independent also
suggested th^t many African-American citizens disfranchised
themselves by failing to register and pay poll taxes.
Furthermore, the paper cautioned its readers that the
franchise would be lost to all African-American men if
every eligible vpter did not attempt to vote.
In the 16 September 1916 edition, the Independent
criticized the exclusion of African Americans from voting
in the state primary. According to the paper, the 'white
primary" denied African Americans their civil and political
rights, and therefore solidified a one-party system in
Georgia, 'the white man's party." In fact, the Democratic
Party was essentially the only political party in Georgia
and throughout the South. Later, in the editorial, 'Has
the Federal Government Failed the Negro?" the Independent
stated that it was clearly the 'policy of the nation" to
disfranchise African Americans and to impede their
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progress. Yet, the paper urged its readers to fight for
their constitutional rights without compromise.^®
The Independent was a strong proponent of the
franchise for African Americans, crusading for their full
participation in the American political process. However,
many African Americans faced the very real prospect of lost
wages, property, and even their lives, if they attempted to
register to vote. The Independent seemed to disregard this
fact in its rather harsh criticism of African Americans who
did not vote for whatever reason. The paper's editorial
policy was relentless regarding those African Americans who
did not attempt to vote without critically examining the
immense difficulties these individuals faced in this
effort.
As mentioned previously, the Independent was a self-
proclaimed ’official" Republican Party paper. Therefore, a
good deal of its news coverage and editorial space was
devoted to the affairs of the Republican Party. African
Americans comprised over ninety percent of the Republican
Party in Georgia during the first decade of the twentieth
century, and many European Americans in Georgia derisively
labeled the GOP as a ’Negro party." In fact, as early as
1884, the Republican Party was divided into two factions:
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the * lily-whites" and the "Black and Tans." During his
administration. President Benjamin Harrison placed European
Americans in the party's leadership positions in an effort
to prevent "Black control of Southern Republicanism" and to
attract more European Americans to the party. Most
European Americans in Georgia's GOP viewed African
Americans as inferior, and they merely relied on African-
Americans' support of the Republican Party to advance their
own political careers.
Republican Party participation in Georgia was
eventually limited to national elections because of
Georgia's establishment of the "white" primary in 1900.
Because Afrigan Americans were excluded from voting in the
primary, the Republican Party had no real impact on state
and local elections. As a result, the members of Georgia's
GOP concentrated on "controlling the state party machinery
and nominatipg delegates to the national convention every
four years." In fact, the Black and Tans, led by Ben Davis
and John Wesiey Dobbs, a local African-American fraternal
leader, sent rival delegations to the national Republican
conventions in 1920, 1924, and 1928, because they were not
receiving a proportionate share of federal patronage. In
order to counteract the GOP's very limited role in Georgia
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politics/ thQ Atlanta Independent actively promoted the
'party of Lincoln" and its agenda to somehow increase the
opportunities for African Americans to participate in the
political process.^®
The Independent frequently carried news of the
Republican National Conventions and the Georgia General
Assembly. For instance, in the 24 June 1904 edition, the
paper informed its readers of the unanimous selection of
the Theodore Roosevelt-Charles Fairbanks ticket, and it
also discussed the introduction of two important bills
concerning Prohibition and convict labor in the state
legislature. In an earlier edition, the Independent
endorsed the candidacy of a European American, H. D. Bush,
postmaster of Covington, Georgia, for the Republican Party
chairmanship of the Fifth Congressional District. The
paper lauded Bush as an 'old line Republican," and a man of
'deep-seated convictions." Fair-minded in its approach, the
Independent supported both European- and African-American
candidates in the GOP, and it spoke directly to its
Republican constituents, regardless of race. In fact, the
paper published a statement, refuting claims made by the
Augusta Chronicle that the Republican state committee was
composed of 'one hundred Negroes and ten lone white men."
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The Independqnt reported that the committee actually
consisted of fifty-nine men, thirty of whom were European
Americans/ and blasted the Chronicle's attempts to
'discredit the Negro."^®
In February 1904, the Atlanta Independent issued a
series of editorials that called for African-Americans'
continued allegiance to the Republican Party. The paper
urged its readers to educate each other on the 'value and
importance of the ballot" and to 'disseminate the
principles" pf the party. Dr. H. R. Butler/ an African-
American guest contributor to the Independent, stated that
the Democratic party's racist legislative record in
addition to its ties to the Ku Klux Klan and 'lynch law"
were among tb© reasons '[w]hy the Colored American Citizen,
[is] as a rule, a Republican."^®
In later editions, the Independent praised the 1916
Republican Party ticket's support of women's suffrage. The
paper reported that the franchise for African-American
women would secure millions of votes for the Republican
Party because they were 'more ambitious" and would force
their 'derelict" men to vote. Clearly the paper was
disparaging regarding the lack of African-American male
participation in the political process it had perceived
55
thus far.^^ However, in contrast, the Independent was &lso
critical of the direction of the Republican Party. In a
series of editorials, the Independent called for the
party's reorganization, suggesting that, to some extent,
party leadership should reflect its racial composition.
The paper also reported the need for the Republican Party
to rebuild itself on an ’'amalgamation of Progressive and
Republican pjpinciples" to reflect the current ’progressive
age.
The Independent's news coverage also included reports
and editorials regarding the issues of labor and the "Great
Migration," the mass movement of African Americans to
Northern ind4strial centers that began around 1910. In
Georgia, the majority of African Americans worked as fa2rm
laborers in the countryside; and thousands relocated to
Atlanta and other urban areas in search of jobs between
1890 and 192Q. In fact, by 1920, African Americans made up
more than eighty-eight percent of Atlanta's unskilled
workforce. Racist hiring practices and the lack of
necessary work skills assured these migrants the lowest-
paying, most undesirable jobs. In addition, African
Americans often had to compete with poor European Americans
for these lower-paying jobs.^^
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African Americans also faced great opposition to their
attempts to participate in the labor movement. In Black
Georgia in the Progressive Era, historian John Dittmer
states that 'Georgia labor leaders as a whole were
conservative, Protestant, Democratic, and Ku Klux
Klannish." Most craft unions refused African Americans
entry; and in the few integrated unions, African Americans
were often subjected to discriminative practices. For
instance, a local brick masons^ union in Atlanta offered
lower health and death benefits to its African-American
members, but it required them to pay higher initiation
fees. In order to secure employment, African-American
craftsmen accepted much lower wages and worked longer hours
than less skilled European Americans.
By 1915, World War I had begun in Europe, and the war
effort in the North's industrial sector required both
skilled and i;inskilled labor. In addition, the stream of
European immigrant labor narrowed because of the war.
Likewise, th^ ravages of the boll weevil caused cotton
prices to soar. Finally, 'lynch law" and Southern
repression pi^ompted African Americans to migrate in
unprecedented niombers to the urban North. More than 50, 000
African Americans left Georgia in 1516 alone.
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Th^ South experienced an acute labor shortage as more
than 300,000 African Americans headed northward between
1910 and 1920. Local authorities harassed Northern labor
agents, who were sent to the South to recruit African-
American labprers. In fact, the Georgia General Assembly
passed a law in 1917 requiring labor agents to acquire
licenses and to pay taxes and other fees. Soon, southern
authorities attacked the migrants, in some cases, delaying
their northbound trains and tearing up their tickets.
Despite these attempts, African Americans continued to
migrate st^adiiy to the North over the next thirty ^ears.^^
The Atlanta Independent was outspoken concerning this
growing laboir problem. In the 6 August 1904 edition, the
paper reported a skirmish between African-American
strikebreakers and union strikers in the Chicago stockyards
a week earlier. The Independent supported the African-
American strikebreakers, stating that 'the theory that a
man may not only refuse to work, but that he may also
prevent others from working is an absurdity." The paper
also indicated that such scuffles could be avoided if
African Americans were able to earn a livable wage in the
South, their 'natural home."
J8
In ^ later editorial, the paper also denounced the
racially discriminatory hiring practices of both the
Southern 'capitalists and the agriculturalists/' and urged
them to improve Southern labor conditions for African
Americans. Furthermore, the Independent reported that
Northern race-related labor struggles were evidence of the
'wisdom of Bqoker T. Washington's philosophy." In
addition, the paper was extremely critical of Southern
employers who brought foreigners to the South to work. The
Independent blasted this displacement of African-American
labor, refer]fing to the immigrant workers as 'motley
dagos.
In the 14 March 1914 edition, the Independent
discouraged 4-ts readers from seeking federal jobs such as
departmental clerk or mail clerk, because in its opinion,
'the average [African-American] government employee has
allowed himself to feel that he was independent of his race
and race enterprise." The paper suggested that these
positions were merely 'handouts" and those who accepted
them were beggars - both perceptions were inconsistent with
the Washingtonian vision of self-sufficient African-
American enterprise. Instead, the paper encouraged African
Americans to start their own businesses and to support
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those already established. In this editorial/ Davis also
revealed his personal disdain for the college-educated
mulatto elite that often qualified for such positions. In
its discussion of labor issues, the Independent clearly
advocated industrial pursuits or entrepreneurial ventures
for African Americans.
From September 1916 through June 1917, the Independent
presented either a news article or an editorial regarding
the Great Migration every month. In a November 1916
edition, the Independent reported that African Americans
traveled northward because of an immigrant labor shortage
caused by th^ war. The paper also indicated that African
Americans who left the South earned "higher wages" and
enjoyed better "political and social.conditions
However, in a later editorial, the philosophical influence
of Booker T. Washington was apparent as the Independent
stated its position regarding the Northern migration:
We are not in favor of wholesale migration any more than
we are in favor o^ wholesale immigration from foreign
lands. So far as we are concerned, we are going to stay
in the South, for it is our natural home and ve have
faith in its possibilities and the final triumph of our
rights as citizens.
The paper also reported that the majority of those
Georgians who migrated lived in those counties where
lynching was more prevalent. Furthermore, the Independent
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urged European Americans to offer African Americans fair
access to jobs, housing, education, and the franchise to
curb migration northward.
In fact, the Independent published several editorials
that urged it;s readers to "stay home." In one such
opinion, the paper implored 'the white man not to drive us
away with the scarecrow of segregation, discrimination and
persecution." The Independent also condemned the
harassment oJ^ labor agents by Georgia authorities, and in a
rather poignant fashion, offered them the identities of the
'immigration agents": 'Segregation, Lynching, Mob violence,
Jim Crow cars. Political persecution. Contract Labor,
Burning Negroes Stakes, iow Wages.
The Independent's anti-migration position was
contradictory to that of the Chicago Defender and other
African-American newspapers, which encouraged African
Americans to migrate. The Chicago Defender was even banned
in some Southern cities for its pro-migration message.
Possibly Booker T. Washington's death in 1915 opened the
door for these newspapers to publicly express different
philosophica:|. views regarding the status of African
Americans. Certainly the Independent's position, though
problematic, was squarely in line with its guiding
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philosophy, which in its opinion, was the only solution to
the social, political and economic problems that African
Americans faced.
World War I was the most extensively covered event in
the Independent's twenty-five year history because it was
the most significant event that generation had witnessed.
Remaining true to its racial perspective, the Independent
concentrated on the war's impact on African Americans. The
Independent's coverage of World War I began in 1914 even
though the United States had not yet entered the conflict.
The paper pri,nted ’War Prayers" and featured articles from
other newspapers such the Philadelphia Tribune and the
Springfield Daily Republican, a frequent contributor of war
news.'*^ In an August 1914 editorial, the Independent
identified racial and religious prejudice as the causes of
the ’Great European War," and it likened the world struggle
to that of African Americans in ’demagogue-ridden Georgia."
The following month, the Independent printed an article
from the Florida Times-Union that applauded the bravery of
the North African soldiers that fought for the Allies. The
article stated that the African soldiers' courage was not
unlike that of African-American soldiers, who had always
proven valiant in battle. With both stories, the
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Indepenc^ent qonnected its readers' struggle for rights to
the struggle of the soldiers fighting in Europe/^
When the United States revoked its neutrality stance
and entered the conflict in January 1917, African Americans
generally supported the war effort. For a great many,
their positipn regarding World War I was best illustrated
by W. E. B. DuBois' "Close Ranks" editorial featured July
1918 in the C^risis, the NAACP's magazine. DuBois urged
African Americans to "forget our special grievances and
close ranks ?houlder to shoulder with our fellow white
citizens that are fighting for democracy." Though
influenl^ial African Americans such as William Monroe
Trotter and A. Philip Randolph opposed DuBois' stance, the
African-rAmerican press endorsed it enthusiastically. In
fact. President Woodrow Wilson asked African-American
editors, including Ben Davis, during a wartime conference
at the White House in June 1918 to support the war effort
in their newspapers in exchange for the government's
promise to address issues of African-American equality once
the conflict ended.
The Independent heeded the President's call and
expressed its support of the war. One issue carried a
full-page advertisement with the Lady Liberty symbol at its
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center and a simple caption/ *BUY MORE BONDS!" The paper's
full-page appeal to its readers to purchase Liberty War
Bonds was significant because it had such limited copy
space. In an April 1918 editorial, the Independent once
again urged its readers to buy war stamps and Liberty Bonds
to 'manifest [their] loyalty and patriotism." The paper
did mention t;he lack of freedom and equality that African
Americans suffered; yet, it instructed its readers to
'overlook [tt^at] for the time being and win the great war
■for all people - l?lack and white alike."
In the spirit of DuBois' 'Close Ranks" editorial,
African-American leaders also 'closed ranks" amongst
themselves to facilitate the war effort. Though
traditionally part of the 'Tuskegee Machine," the
Independent printed a resolution from the local Atlanta
branch of thf NAACP in a 7 April 1917 edition. In its
regular monthly meeting, the branch stated its support for
the President and Congress in their declaration of war, and
it also resolved to encourage the 'flower of the race" to
enlist in the country's armed forces. This was significant
because the NAACP's presence in the Independent provided
evidence of ^n ideological shift among African-American
leaders toward a more militant philosophy following Booker
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T. Washington's death in 1915. For instance, prior to
World War I, the NAACP was not mentioned in the
Independent. Perhaps, its presence was unceremoniously
connected with W. E. B. DuBois, an ideological enemy of
Davis' and one of the founders of the Niagara Movement, the
NAACP's predecessor.'^^ As was stated earlier, African-
American leaders found it necessary to identify
ideologically with DuBois or Booker T. Washington with the
first fifteen years of the twentieth century. With
Washington's death in 1915, that pressure probably eased
considerably.
Despite their willingness to serve, African-American
soldiers encountered widespread prejudice and
discrimination in the segregated armed forces. In fact, in
early 1917, fhe United States War Department even turned
away potential African-American enlistees because the
regular Afrigan-American military units 'had been brought
to full strength." However, by May, the war effort
required larger numbers of soldiers, and draft boards were
assembled all over the country. In the South, some
European Americans protested the conscription of African-
American men, claiming that 'armed" African Americans would
become more militant. However, as the conflict heightened
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in Europe in the fall of 1917, qualified African-American
men were drafted in even larger numbers than their
European-American counterparts. It soon became obvious
that racism had influenced local draft boards. In fact, in
December 1917, President Wilson dismissed the draft board
in Fulton County, Georgia, because it had exempted 526 of
815 European-American registrants but only excused 6 of 202
African Americans.
Discriminatory draft boards were merely the beginning
of the struggles for African-American enlisted men. These
soldiers were treated with contempt in training camps,
particularly those in the South. European-American
officers assaulted African-American soldiers with racial
epithets, anc^ they often assigned them to mess detail or
hard labor. African-American leaders protested the
treatment ot African-American soldiers under the command of
racist officers, and they appealed to the War Department
for a separate training camp for African-American officers.
As a result. Fort Des Moines, Iowa, was designated as the
training camp jfor African-American officers in May 1917.'’®
In a 16 June 1917 editorial, the Independent applauded
the departure of seventy-five local African-American troops
selected to train as officers at Fort Des Moines, Iowa.
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However, the paper also criticized the lack of coverage of
the soldiers' journey by the local mainstream press, and
accused the daily papers of "obscuring the virtues of the
Negro and parading his vices." Furthermore, throughout
July 19!|.7, the Independent published detailed personal
accounts of the local soldiers' experiences at Fort Des
Moines, Iowa, including infantry drill times, mess rations,
and cavalry training. In fact, one local soldier, Charles
Yet, the paper warned against premature praise for the Des
Moines ^oldi^rs, who returned in Atlanta in October 1917
without having faced: combats
The Independent also defended the patriotism of
African^Amerjl,can troops. German agents approached African-
American soldiers abroad with anti-American propaganda.
LeafletjB were sprinkled behind the lines of the African-
American 92"'^ Division, questioning the wisdom of fighting
for freedom abroad that they were denied at home:
Can you get into a restaurant where white people dine?
Can you get ^ seat in a theatre where white people sit?
... Is lynching and the most horrible crimes connected
therewith, a lawful proceeding in a Democratic country?
As a result of such targeted propaganda, African-American
soldiers were accused of plotting with the Germans.
Despite such truthful observations, the 92"^^ Division did
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not report a significant number of desertions. In
addition, the Washington Post stated that many European
Americans 'feared a lack of loyalty among the black people,
whom they had disfranchised, mistreated, and lynched."
Althoug]:^ Afr:^can Americans had good reason to be less than
patriotic, African-American soldiers fought valiantly in
World War I for the Allies.^®
The Independent lauded African Americans as 'true
patriots," who had bravely fought in every American
conflict while struggling for their own rights at home.
The paper adijaonished its readers to continue to 'do their
part" in the war effort, assuring them of a reward 'for
service well done." In a 7 April 1917 editorial, the
Independent dismissed rumors of alliances between African-
America^j soldiers and the Germans, stating that 'Germany
had been just as cruel and discriminating against the Negro
as any government in the world." The paper declared that
African Americans 'loved their country" and believed they
would receive the 'rights and privileges to which they were
entitled.'"*®
Despite its enthusiastic support of the American war
effort, the Independent reminded its readers that African
Americans were fighting for 'a share in the world's
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democracy." In response to the race riots in East St.
Louis, Illinois, in May 1917, the paper asked President
Wilson for *his cognizance of the race" in the fight for
democracy.^® Later, in the 17 November 1917 edition, the
Independent criticized the racist European-American
officers and soldiers that mistreated their fellow African-
American troops. The paper declared that the world was
fighting to ?nd such prejudice, and that 'charity should
begin at home." Throughout the war, the Independent
encouraged ifs readers to support the 'noble mission" of
American involvement in World War I. At the same time, the
paper never failed to point out the hypocrisy of the
American government, inquiring if America was really 'on
the Lord's side," following reported lynchings in Fayette
County, Georgia and Louisiana.
World War I ended with the German request for an
armistice on 11 November 1918. As peace negotiations began
in early 1919, the Atlanta Independent immediately launched
a democracy campaign of its own. In a 30 November 1918
editorial, 'The Psychological Moment Has Arrived," the
paper applauded the bravery of African-American troops and
the civilian support of the Liberty Bonds and War Stamps
campaign. The Independent then issued a list of thirteen
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demands to tl>e American government including "universal
suffrage/' the "abolition of the so-called Jim Crow car
system/' the "removal of the peonage system in the South,"
and a "fair and impartial jury system instead of lynching."
At war's end, the newspaper felt it was time for the nation
to reward African Americans for their sacrifices.
In January and February 1919, the Independent also
published front-page political cartoons. One cartoon
depicted the European and American powers in peace
negotiations behind a window while four black bodies hung
from a bridge. Below the window the caption read: "Charity
Begins at Home." Another cartoon consisted of three
panels: the ]first one depicted African-American laborers
under the caption "Before the War." The second panel
"During the V^ar" showed an African-American soldier, and
"After the War" was a drawing of a skeleton left abandoned
by a lynch mob in the distance. In the final panel, an
African-American man sits with his head in his hands over
the caption "Keeping the Home Fires Burning."
These cartoons reflected what became known as the "Red
Summer of 1919." Twenty-six race riots broke out in the
streets of American cities like Washington, D. C. and
Chicago. Many of these clashes occurred between newly
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returned African-American soldiers and European Americans
who resented their new sense of pride and militancy. Sixty
lynchings were reported in 1918, and seventy-six were
reported in 1919. Perhaps the most hideous was the 1918
mob murder o^ pregnant Mary Turner of Valdosta, Georgia,
who was hung, burned, and had her stomach slashed open.
When her living child fell from her womb, it was smashed
under the heel of an onlooker's boot.^^
The Eirgt World War created a new platform of
militancy for African Americans, who had "proven" their
loyalty as sqldiers in battle. The Independent, as did
other African-American newspapers, lined up behind the war
effort, and instructed its readers that their fight for
democracy abroad would surely yield the same at home. Even
though from the position of historical hindsight, the
Independent's stance may be viewed as naive, yet the paper
never cqased to question the sincerity of the American
government's promise of "fair play" for African Americans
at war's end.
The Independent's presentation on issues of race,
labor, and politics, in addition to its news coverage of
international, national and local events defined its
mission of service and advocacy for Atlanta's African-
America^ comifiunity. However, to a large extent, these
events and issues also shaped the identity and purpose
the Independent because they were the reason for its
existence.
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CHTVPTER III
THE ATLANTA INDEPENDENT'S IMPACT ON THE LOCAL AFRICAN-
AMERICAN COMMUNITY
This chapter analyzes the Atlanta Independent's impact
on the local African-American community. For twenty-five
years, the Independent established itself as a standard
bearer for cpmmunity values and leadership. The paper's
presentation of feature articles, editorials, and
advertisements reveals not only its active participation in
the growth and development of the local African-American
Independent v/as a reflection of the values of African
community, but it also indicates how the Atlanta Americans
in Atlanta from 1903 to 1928.
The Independent stated its idea of 'community service"
in its 19 February 1925 editorial:
Every individual in the community owes his community
service; he must make his contribution to the moral,
intellectual, spiritual, and economic life of his
community . . . the individual is more likely to realize
far greater economic and "financial benefits in a
community which he has helped make prosperous.
The paper also criticized the local African-American
community, suggesting that they 'had no program," and that
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they were 'drifting with a purpose but without a plan."
Furtheinnore, the Independent encouraged Atlanta's African-
American citizens to follow the example of 'community
spirit" of the local European-American community. With
this editorial, the Independent established both a goal and
a model for community development amongst Atlanta's
African-American population.
The Independent instructed its readers on the
necessity of 'manhood development," stating that without
personal development, there would be 'no hope for the
race." The paper urged the local African-American
community to 'centralize [its] efforts" and become educated
to be of greater service to each other. The Independent
stressed the importance of 'character building" to the
development of a prosperous community.^ In the 20 February
1904 edition, the Independent stated that the development
of the race v/ould 'deteriorate" without a 'competency of
morals, manhood, and intellect." The paper offered its
readers William Jennings Bryan, three-time Democratic
presidential nominee, as an example of manhood. This was
an interestiug choice for a staunch Republican organ such
as the Independent. Perhaps Bryan was chosen for his
Populist leanings or his Christian principles, both popular
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philosophical views with the Independent staff. The
editorial did not state specific reasons for its choice.
The Independent criticized its perceived lack of
manhood within the African-American community. The
Independent's definition of manhood included many different
tenets of character including 'moral courage and stamina/'
confidence/ intellect/ and 'appreciation of the good and
beautiful." The paper urged African-American men to be
'builders of homeS/" protectors/ and to 'throw [themselves]
m
into the life/ energy/ and welfare of the community. For
example/ the paper frequently published editorial quotes
arguing its position on this issue on the front page. An
early edition contained the following quotes: 'Most Negroes
are short on manhood/ but long on cowardice/" and 'Moral
courage is a fundamental necessity of our citizenship." In
the same edition/ the Independent issued an editorial/ 'A
Deficiency of Confidence in the Man/" which admonished
young African-American men not to 'surrender their manhood"
when offered federal jobs. The paper urged these men to be
unafraid to express reasonable opinions 'of men and
affairs."^
In addition/ the Independent instructed its readers
that the only threat to the idea of African-American
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manhood was the European-American man. In the 27 February
1904 edition, the paper accused the European-American man
of violating the separation of the races during slavery,
creating an African-American population that was almost
thirty-percent mulatto. Furthermore, the Independent
asserted that segregation would ensure both the 'higher
development of [the African-American man's] racial
character" and the 'purity and virtue of the colored
women." Likewise, in a later editorial, the paper stated
that European-American men infringed upon the manhood of
African-American men because they feared not 'his wealth,
his intelligence, or his prowess, but his possibilities."
The Independent admonished its readers to understand it was
the 'white man against the black man" in America, and this
adversarial irelationship posed the greatest danger to
African-American manhood development.^
In order to promote the idea of manhood development in
the local African-American community, the Independent
offered its readers models of manhood, thereby establishing
its role in the selection of community leadership. For
instance, the Independent's front page often featured
biographies and photographs of prominent African-Americans
such as Booker T. Washington, as well as lesser known
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figures such as Captain Jackson McHenry, a weekly
contributor to the paper. Reverend E. P. Johnson, an
Atlanta minister, and the editor himself, Ben J. Davis.
Davis' wife appeared on the cover as well as other women
such as Ida Lautier and Mamie Hailey, who were affiliated
with the Odd Fellows organization. The paper's front page
probably differed greatly from that of mainstream
newspapers, whose primary purpose was to report the news.
The Independent's primary mission was clearly the promotion
of race pride and consciousness, two necessary tenets of
manhood.^
Of course, there was no greater example of African-
American manhood and leadership than Booker T. Washington
at least in the Independent's opinion. In a March 1904
editorial, the paper stated that its mission was 'to
encourage and develop manhood . . . and to fight
uncompromisingly for the manhood of the race." Therefore,
to that end, the Independent urged its readers to 'work out
[their] fortunes along the lines of Booker T. Washington's
philosophy," ensuring them both economic control of their
community and the development of manhood. Furthermore, in
an editorial entitled, 'An Unselfish and Interested Race
Leadership the Need of the Hour - Booker T. Washington, the
Race's Greatest Leader, Must Be Supported," the
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Independent reported that its leaders were advertisements
for the race, and the paper presented Booker T. Washington
as the epitome of African-American manhood.^
In a later editorial, the Independent named leaders
from both the European-American and African-American
communities. This list included George Washington, Abraham
Lincoln, and William McKinley, as well as Booker T.
Washington, Frederick Douglass, and even Phillis Wheatley,
the sole woman mentioned. However, the majority of this
editorial hailed the leadership of Ben Davis, the paper's
editor, stating that 'his counsel and leadership [were]
indispensable and the race [could not] afford to dispense
with it."®
The Independent's ideas of manhood were also rooted in
the development of strong moral character. Therefore, the
paper also attempted to highlight moral standards for the
local African-American community. For instance, in the 6
February 1904 edition, the Independent called for a ban on
'Negro dance halls." The paper stated that these dance
halls were the 'greatest social evil of the Negro race,"
and that their existence threatened to 'undo" the work of
'moral upliftment" that had been done by the 'better class
of Negroes." The Independent implored its readers to
pursue domestic and industrial education instead of
'dancing and caroysing."^
In addition, the Independent criticized the African-
American criminal element. In the 20 February 1904
edition, the paper attributed the increase in the number of
crimes committed by African Americans in the North to
'idleness" caused by race prejudice and 'false ideas of
artificial equality," or the assumption that equality with
European Americans could be achieved without hard work and
economic self-reliance. In fact, the Independent directly
attributed the race riot of September 1906 to 'criminal
idleness" and excessive alcohol consumption by both African
Americans and European Americans.®
The Independent later urged its readers, including
local Africap-American leaders, to make efforts to reform
African-American juvenile criminals. The paper reiterated
the value of education and hard work to prevent illegal
behavior amongst African-American youth, and it called on
local African-American church leaders by name to take the
lead in helping these youth. Furthermore, the Independent
criticized the tendency of some African Americans to
protect those involved in criminal activity, while making
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it clear that the mainstream press was incorrect to assume
that all African Americans were either criminals or
protectors of criminals.®
Moreover, the Independent informed its readers that
education was a necessary part of manhood development.
However, in reality, Jim Crow interfered with educational
opportunities for Atlanta's African-American community. In
Georgia, African Americans made up forty-seven percent of
the population, yet only twenty-five percent of the state's
education budget was spent on African-American children in
1901. The taxes paid by African Americans subsidized the
education of European-American children in amounts
exceeding $140,000 in 1908. In fact, the state even
declined federal subsidies for education because the money
had to be divided equitably between the races. While this
racist approach clearly hindered the educational
opportunities of all Georgia children, it had a devastating
impact on African-American children.
However, the prospects of adequate education were very
grim in Atlanta, where the demand for proper schools for
African Americans was so much greater than in rural areas.
Atlanta's African-American children attended classes in
double shifts. One teacher instructed more than sixty
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students from 9:00 a.m. until 12:00 noon, and then another
sixty students from 1:00 p.m. until 4:00 p.m. Hundreds of
students were turned away from these schools. In addition,
the conditions of the few African-American schools in
Atlanta were horrible; they were poorly constructed and
lacked sufficient light and sanitary toilet facilities.
African-American students also lacked proper desks, books
and other supplies. African-American teachers were
obviously overworked and underpaid, earning only $19.88
monthly in 1905 compared to the $42.85 monthly salary
earned by their European-American counterparts
Because of the dire conditions in African-American
schools, the Independent became a fierce advocate in the
battle for adequate education for Atlanta's African-
American children. In the 6 August 1904 edition, the paper
urged the Georgia Assembly to pass a bill appropriating one
million dollars to the "common schools," or public schools.
The Independent stated that common schools were the only
ones to which poor people had access. Obviously, African
Americans made up a large number of the state's poor at
this time. In a later editorial, the paper criticized the
local Board of Education, which refused to pay the required
$500 annual rent for the Storr School building. As a
result, 500 an-American students were turned away
from already overcrowded city schools. The Independent
called for preachers to 'lead the movement" to petition the
Board of Education to provide Atlanta's African-American
children with the same access to education as European-
American children.
First-rate investigative reporting by the Independent
exposed the conditions of Atlanta's public education
system. In an October 1913 editorial, the Independent
published the facts regarding African-American students in
Atlanta's piiblic schools. The paper reported that while
the African-American enrollment was 6,215, there were only
4,104 seats available. As a result, 2,111 African-American
children had to 'stand up or sit on the floor." In fact,
the paper gave an exact account of the numbers of African-
American children in each school:
To particularize: in Bummer Hill School, we have 514
seats to accommodate 841 children, in Pittsburg School
we have 280 geats to accommodate 580 children; in
Storr's School we have 377 seats ta accommodate 457
children; in ’Hltchell Street School we have S21 seats
for 909 children, and thus the story goes.^^
Furthermore, the Independent condemned the Atlanta
Board of Education for the appropriation of funds for four
new schools and a technical high school for European-
American students while the city's African-American
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students attended overcrowded schools or were turned away.
The paper also warned that this 'unjust discrimination"
amounting to a woefully inadequate education might cause
some African-American students to leave school early and
later become involved in criminal activity. Further, the
Independent effectively pointed out that mpney from the
public treasury for schools should be distributed equitably
amongst all citizens, African Americans and European
Americans
Advocacy on behalf of African-American children
occupied copy space in many of the newspaper's editions.
For example, the Independent printed a memorial to the
Atlanta Board of Education issued by the local branch of
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) on behalf of 75,000 Atlanta citizens in
February 1917. The memorial petitioned the board to do its
duty as a public entity and provide adequate and equal
provisions for the education of Atlanta's African-American
children. In fact, in a May 1925 editorial, the paper
criticized the Fulton County Board of Education, which
apparently reapportioned state-allocated education funds
along racial lines - seventy-five percent for European-
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American chiidren and twenty-five percent for African-
American children. The Independent urged its readers to
elect school officials who would ''stand up for the
education of not just part of the people, but education for
all of the people.
Upon establishing its role in the promotion of the
"manhood of the race", the Atlanta Independent became
actively involved in the development of the local African-
American community and its institutions to further promote
the idea of manhood development. The church was the
"religious and social center" of the African-American
community during the early twentieth century. As
historians have noted, church functions and activities such
as weddings, revivals, deacons' boards, and missionary
circles provided the African-American community with both
social outlets and "opportunities for self-government
denied them in the greater society." The Independent
recognized the influential role of the church among
African-American Atlanta, and it published news and other
information from local churches in Atlanta and the
surrounding areas.
In the Atlanta Independent, church news was originally
printed in the "Locals" or "Society" section, which
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eventually became a page, entitled LOCAL, PERSONAL, CLUB
AND CHURCH NEWS." For instance, the paper published the
notes of the Antioch Church Sunday school, and it announced
the revival at Rush Memorial Congregational Church in
December 1923.^® In addition, the Independent provided
church news in columns entitled 'Dots" or 'News" which
presented information from local communities that readers
submitted. In a November 1904 edition, in the 'Gem City
Dots," of Americus, Georgia, the reader-correspondent
'Bird" announced that the African Methodist Episcopal
Annual Conference at Buena Vista had ended and the 'members
of Campbell Church are much pleased over the return of
their pastor. Dr. William. D. Johnson.
Church news occasionally made the Independent's front
page. For example, the front page of the 26 July 1913
edition announced that the 18^^ Annual Convention of the
State Baptist; Young People's Union, an African-American
organization, began its sessions on 25 July. It took place
at 10:00 AM at the Beulah Baptist Church with Rev. W. C.
Paschal, presiding. In a later edition, the paper noted
that the 'white Southern Baptist leaders" issued greetings
during the opening of the National Negro Baptist Convention
held at Friendship Baptist Church, a local African-American
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church. With more than 2,300 in attendance, the convention
membership discussed education and ministry development.
In fact, the European-American branch of the Southern
Baptist convention pledged five thousand dollars to
African-American education.^®
In addition to publishing church news and
happenings, the Independent also included discussion of
church affairs in its editorial column. In the 17 November
1917 edition, the paper criticized the local segregated
evangelical revivals led by Billy Sunday, *the most famous
evangelist of his time." The Independent stated that 'when
men are excluded from the opportunity to hear and receive
Christ because of their color, Christ leaves the meeting."
In the next week's editorial, the paper addressed the issue
of the 'Jim Crow Negro preacher." The Independent
condemned the African-American ministers who promoted Billy
Sunday's 'Negroes only" revival held the previous Monday.
The paper referred to these ministers as 'Jim Crow
preachers," who were 'willing to sell the manhood of the
race" for the approval of European Americans. The
Independent also stated that the 'intelligent, manly, race
loving Negro" did not attend the revival, and that those
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African Americans who did lacked both self-respect and
race pride.
While the newspaper was critical of those ministers it
considered disloyal to the race, the Independent did praise
the 'great A. M. E. and C. M. E. churches, with their
thousands in membership, controlled and managed entirely by
Negro leadership," as well as the strength of the Baptist
denomination. In this July 1913 editorial, 'The Negro
Fifty Years After Emancipation," the paper also reported
that the tru^ piety of the African-American community, in
combination with the contributions of its great churches,
had made African Americans better citizens.Furthermore,
in an article reprinted from the Atlanta City Builder, the
paper applauded the might of the local African-American
churches, particularly Big Bethel A. M. E. Church and
Wheat Street Baptist Church. In fact, the article stated
that sixty percent of Atlanta's African-American population
attended church compared to forty percent of the local
European-American population. In addition, the article
praised Wheat Street Baptist as the site of the city's
first interracial conference in 1907 following the race
riot, and its role in the 'genesis of both the colored YMCA
and the Atlanta Life Insurance Company."
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The Independent also published the social news and
events of Atlanta's African-American community in its
'Society" columns. Not unlike other members of the
African-American press, the Independent's staff enjoyed the
respect of the local African-American community; therefore,
the paper had access to all levels of African-American
society.For instance, in the earlier society columns,
originally called 'Locals," the paper included the
following statements:
Captain Robert Rhodes is one of the government^ s most
efficient, reliable and prompt: employees. He has many
friends amon^ both races. His popularity wibh'the
females is unparalleled.
Miss Julia Finch is a young miss of refinement and
culture. She ia pursuing- delightfully her studies at
Atlanta University. Hhe is a ready and charming
entertainer.
These statements appear to introduce eligible local
African-American single men and women to the community and
occasionally included individual addresses. The
Independent clearly established its role in the development
of social networks within the local African-American
community.The Independent also printed birthday wishes,
births, obituaries, news of illnesses or recoveries,
wedding and engagement announcements, and even vacation
stories.In fact, the paper devoted two coliamns to
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society news in the earlier editions/ and by 1907/ there
was an entire society page called 'Atlanta Happenings
The Independent published news of fraternal
organizations and social clubs in the society section.
Fraternal groups such as the Odd FellowS/ the Masons/ and
the Knights of Pythias played significant roles in the
African-American community during the early part of the
twentieth century. These organizations served the African-
American community as both mutual aid societies and social
outlets/ providing their members with burial insurance and
other financial benefits as well as opportunities for
social interaction and leadership. Likewise/ the African-
American Greek fraternities and sororities organized at
African-American colleges offered young people
opportunities for both socializing and community service.^®
In fact/ in an October 1917 editorial by contributing
editor/ J. A. Jackson/ hailed 'the club" as the 'melting
pot of the community's progressive human elements/" and
suggested that the club movement had greatly contributed to
the prosperity of European Americans.
The Independent was the official organ of both the Odd
Fellows and bhe Knights of Pythias. The Odd Fellows
subsidized the paper/ and the organization received a great
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deal of coverage including the 'Odd Fellows Column" in
each issue. This column carried news of individual
chapters, financial statements and correspondence from the
membership.^® In addition, the affairs of the Knights of
Pythias, such as the route of the 44^^^ Pythian anniversary
parade and the selection of Rev F. T. Turner as the
anniversary speaker, were also included in the
Independent.^^ The paper also announced the election of
Mrs. E. D. Griffin and Mrs. H. E. Mangum as delegates to
represent the Arreana chapter of the Eastern Star on 23
August 1904.
Likewise, the local social clubs such as the White
Rose Social Club, the Boston Club, Peerless Dramatic and
Musical Club, and the Willing Workers' Club all published
the minutes of their various meetings and functions in the
Independent. However, in the 10 November 1927 edition, the
paper criticized the Greek letter fraternities, calling
them 'too social and not enough economic and political."
The Independent urged the 'frat men" to dedicate their
talents and education in the efforts of 'race-building."
The paper applauded the 'Negro Achievement Week," scheduled
for 15-20 November 1927, and sponsored by Omega Psi Phi
30fraternity.
Sports were also a focus of the paper. The
Independent presented news of local sporting events and
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other recreational activities for its readers. As early as
1913, the paper reported the scores and highlights from the
football games of the local African-American colleges,
namely Morris Brown College, Clark University and Morehouse
College. These contests against other regional African-
American schools such as Fisk and Tuskegee occasionally
received front-page coverage in the Independent. However,
not until 1923 did the paper offer a full-fledged sports
section with a sports editor. Again coverage only included
African-American college football games because Jim Crow
laws prohibited Atlanta^ s African-American community from
participating in other sporting contests with local
European Americans.However, African-American
professional baseball was the exception. In the 7 March
1914 edition, the Independent announced the possibility of
a Southern 'Negro baseball league" comprised of teams from
six major Southern cities with Atlanta as the headquarters.
The paper heartily endorsed the idea of an African-American
baseball league, and it included a coupon with the article
for its readers to send in to the editor if they too
favored the possibility of the league.
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Always the advocate for African Americans, the
Independent also protested the limited recreational
facilities available to the local African-American
community. The paper issued a series of front-page
editorials and political cartoons that criticized the
conditions of Booker T. Washington Park, the only
recreational area in Atlanta designated for African
Americans. In July 1924, these editorials listed
Washington Park's deficiencies, which included insufficient
lighting and seating, and a pool that was neither large
enough nor emptied frequently enough. The Independent
stated that it was the city's duty to provide adequate
recreational facilities for the local African-American
community just as it did for European Americans in
Piedmont, Grant and Candler Parks.
Furthermore, the paper condemned the city's recent
addition of a dance and skating rink to Washington Park.
The Independent criticized the fact that African Americans
who managed the rink were transferring the rink's profits
into European-American hands. In addition, the paper
indicated that the rink would promote 'questionable dances
and other conduct not approved by a Christian community."
A political cartoon also accompanied the 24 July editorial.
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This cartoon's panels depicted African Americans swimming
in a dirty pool, a 'juke joint" with two dancing couples,
with two other African Americans eating watermelon
surrounded by flies, and with a discussion between an
African-American man and an European-American man, in which
the former promises the latter 'his share of the money."
Some in the majority community felt that the cartoon had
gone too far. In the 31 July edition, the Independent
reported that the Ku Klux Klan, in response to the previous
editorials about Washington Park, had threatened Ben Davis,
the paper's editor. However, the paper promised its
readers that it would continue to protest as long as the
conditions at Washington Park remained unsatisfactory.^^
The Independent balanced its fierce advocacy with
human-interest stories. For instance, the paper influenced
the cultural standards of its readers by promoting certain
artistic events. In a February 1904 edition, the paper
announced the arrival of 'Billy Kersands and the Greatest
Colored Minstrel Show Ever," to be held at Bishop H. M.
Turner's Tabernacle. The article also included a review
from the Montgomery Daily Advertiser, which stated that no
'brighter or better performance of ministrelry was ever put
on the stage anywhere by Negroes.Later, in a November
1913 edition, the Independent reported that a 'grand
debate" between the paper's editors, Ben Davis and J. W.
Davison, and two other gentlemen, on the subject 'Which is
the Most Important for the Future of the Race, Money or
Education?" would be held at West Hunter Street Baptist
Church on 17 November.
The Atlanta Independent also included miscellaneous
features that appealed to 'the lighter side" of the local
African-American community in an effort to respond to the
diverse need^ of its readers. For example, the paper
printed a column called 'Our Budget of Humor," which
contained-joHes, cartoons and humorous anecdotes from
mainstream newspapers such as the Chicago Tribune, the
Chicago Daily News, and the Boston TranscriptLikewise,
in 1913, the Independent also published the 'Simon Simple"
comics series, which depicted the adventures of Simon
Simple, a European-American jokester figure, with his
sidekick, Mo?e, a small, black pickaninny figure who spoke
in a broken English dialect.^® The paper's inclusion of
this rather negative, stereotypical portrayal of African
Americans is somewhat puzzling considering its constant
promotion of the 'manhood of the race."
The Independent demonstrated its practical slant by
printing an agricultural column, which included tips on
'Feeding Hogs ..New Corn" and 'Starting, a Poultry Farm."^^ In
addition, the paper included stories regarding public
health issues. For example, in the 30 December 1916
edition, the Independent reported that the Tuskegee Negro
Conference, scheduled for 17-18 January 1917, would discuss
the question of 'sickness among the colored people" and its
affect on the race's economic conditions. In a later
edition, the paper featured an article by the U. S. Public
Health Service on the dangers of venereal diseases. In
time, the Independent added other features, including a
music column; an advice column with contributing editors,
who discussed such issues as child care and the role of
women in the workplace; and even 'Miss McGruder's Cooking
Helps," that included recipes and cooking tips.^®
The addition of an 'Illustrated Magazine Feature
Section" in late 1928 greatly enhanced the Independent's
efforts to appeal to a broader audience. This section
offered a variety of new features such as 'Kiddies' Korner"
with questions and puzzles for children, a weekly sermon,
and a love advice column. 'Chats About Books," was edited
by George S. Schuyler, who critiqued such novels as Nigger
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to Nigger hy E. C. E. Adams and Dark Princess by W. E. B.
DuBois. Two unusual features were the inclusion of a
dramatic serial and the photographs of African-American
women, such as entertainers Ethel Waters and Josephine
Baker, in somewhat revealing attire.^®
The Atlanta Independent not only presented 'the truth,
'without fear or favor," to the local African-American
community, but the paper also actively participated in
community development as an institution. Among its local
business ventures was the Independent Cafe, which served
'first-class meals and short orders." The paper advised
its readers to visit the establishment in the Odd Fellows
building on Auburn Avenue, calling it 'clean and cool." In
addition, the Independent later sponsored a five-day
cooking school at Big Bethel A. M. E. Church in February
1917. The paper admittedly offered this service for its
siabscribers because two mainstream papers, the Atlanta
Georgian and the Sunday American, had opened such schools
for their European-American subscribers. In November 1928,
the Independent opened an Accident Insurance department,
from which local subscribers could purchase a $10,000
accident policy for one dollar.
lt)0
Furthermore, the Independent, on behalf of the Odd
Fellows, donated a second-floor room in the Odd Fellows
building as a free reading room for African-American
teachers. In a September 1917 editorial, the paper
observed that 'the visits of the teachers to the reading
room [were] far and wide between." The Independent queried
whether local African-American teachers were aware that the
reading room was available for their improvement, and
referred to these teachers as 'school keepers and not
teachers
The Independent staff, including Ben Davis, Ola
Walker, Lucile Dennis, and Edgar Buckner, and other local
African-American community leaders, founded the Fulton
Social Club pn 9 August 1915. The Fulton Social Club
sponsored masquerade balls, teas, and parties on the Odd
Fellows Roof Garden and offered reading, music and dance
classes for its members. The charitable-minded Club
donated all its profits to local charities that aided
African Americans. In addition to its charitable
contributions, the Fulton Social Cliob sought to fill the
'void in [the race's] ailing municipal life, to furnish the
maids, the chauffeurs and all working boys and girls a
decent and moral atmosphere." The club provided 'clean.
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innocent, and moral" entertainment on Monday, Wednesday,
and Friday nights. Activities included dancing, music
classes, and othep. training in. the social graces.'*^
The Independent's choice of advertisers provided
additional evidence of the paper's influential role in
Atlanta's African-American community. In the 30 January
1904 edition, the paper published its philosophy regarding
its advertisers:
We solicit fpr pur arivertiTsexs the patronage o^ our
subscribers and friends. Our advertisers are not only
helping the independent to live, but they are helping us
to build up in Atlanta a business which will give Negro
boys and girls employment.
The Independent took responsibility for the development of
the local African-American community by promoting local
businesses and other community institutions. For instance,
the paper included an advertisement for the Atlanta
Employment Agency, located at 7 1/2 Broad Street. Some of
the available jobs were cook, nurse, janitors, whitewasher,
bellboy, linen woman, and bricklayer. The Independent
provided its readers with a valuable service by printing
this ad; however, the types of jobs available indicated the
limited opportunities that African Americans faced.
The paper's advertisers included local stores and
service providers such as Carter's Drug Store on Mitchell
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Street, Minhinnett Liquor Company on Decatur Street, and
Mrs. Ida L. Wimbush, 'Fashionable Dressmaker." In fact, M.
Rich & Bros. Company, a local European-American department
store, promoted its Christmas specials in the Independent
in December 1904. Oddly enough, the paper even ran an
advertisement for its "competitor," the Atlanta Journal, a
local mainstream daily newspaper in the 18 February 1905
edition.
While it promoted local businesses regardless of race,
the Independent did encourage its readers to patronize
African-American businesses. An advertisement for a local
photography studio inquired, "Have the colored people
learned to patronize each other? Sure, they all go to the
Auburn Studio -because it is the only colored studio in the
city." In February 1904, the paper urged its readers to
visit the "colored Baseball Park" located near Clark
University, "owned and controlled exclusively by colored
people." The paper also advertised the Davis Society
Supply Company, "Dealers in Lodge Seals, Rubber Stamps,
Books for Odd Fellows, Pythians, and all other societies,"
which happened to be the editor's own company.
The Independent also encouraged its readers to support
local African-American institutions. For example, in
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January 1904, the paper advertised the fall term for
Atlanta University with its 'superior advantages in Music,
Printing, Home life and training." In a later edition, the
Independent applauded Atlanta University in its 46^^ year as
a beacon of 'Negro education, in the South..In.addition,
in the 11 January 1919 edition, the Independent praised the
Atlanta State Savings Bank, the first state-chartered
African-American bank in Georgia. While the paper
criticized both the lack of support for Atlanta State among
the local African-American community in favor of 'uptown
white banks," it urged its readers to patronize 'the race's
institutions." In fact, in a November 1917 editorial, the
Independent promoted Citizens' Trust Bank, the lone
African-American bank in Atlanta at that time, and in
November 1923, the paper published a full-page
advertisement for Citizens' Trust Bank, honoring its
history and contributions to Atlanta's African-American
community.
The Independent occasionally included novelty
advertisements for hair straighteners and skin bleaching
creams in its earlier issues. For example, one
advertisement for face bleach promised to 'turn the skin of
a black or brown person four or five shades lighter, and a
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mulatto person perfectly white." Another company urged
"race men and women" to "protect [their] future" by using
its bleaching ointment. The appearance of advertisements
of this type in the Independent demonstrates the paper's
awareness of popular trends. The demand for such products
in the local African-American community was a clear
indication not only of a desire to emulate the European-
American standard of beauty, but also a lack of esteem
amongst African Americans due in large part to racism and
residual feelings o.f inferiority^
The African-American community's response to the
Atlanta Independent can be determined by examining such
indicators as the "Letters to the Editor" and the
subscription and circulation numbers. These indicators
provide direct evidence of the community's assessment of
the newspaper and its contributions. The "Letters to the
Editor" during the Independent's twenty-five year run
always were favorable, and they reveal that, to some
extent, segments of the community understood the paper's
mission and embraced its philosophy and efforts. However,
regrettably, the Independent never printed any letters that
criticized the paper or its editorial staff so it is hard
to determine whether or not members of the community may
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have objected to the Atlanta Independent. A September
1904 letter provided an account of a lynching in Royston,
Georgia/ and the author asked the editor to publish his
letter 'so my race may read it and stay on the lookout for
number one." This author also stated that he favored a
'separation of these two races." In another letter, the
author praised the Independent's editorials as the
'greatest written in the interest of the colored race in
America," and applauded the paper's continued focus on the
need for unity among African Americans. These letters
clearly indicated the community's appreciation of the
Independent's contributions as well as its acceptance of
the paper's philosophy.'*®
The local African-American community also relied on
the Independent for verification of news and other public
information. Orrin Kellam wrote the editor in January
1919, requesting facts about local teachers' salaries and
the 'proper authorities" to notify regarding African-
Americans' thwarted efforts to register and vote in Wilcox
County. Others wrote to praise the editor, Ben Davis, and
his individual efforts to serve the community. In the 30
September 1916 edition, a letter from Susan Grover of
Miller, Georgia, declared that Davis had saved her home by
106
lending her his own money. In another letter reprinted
from the Macon Telegraph, T. W. Clark of Fitzgerald,
Georgia, praised Davis as a ’Negro of brains," who had not
sought ’social equality nor a boss-position over the
Caucasian or Anglo-Saxon race." The author also criticized
the mainstream press' attacks on Davis' character. The
’Letters to the Editor" provide some evidence of the degree
of influence that the Independent held in the African-
American community.'*®
The Atlanta Independent's subscription and circulation
numbers also reveal the local African-American community's
response to the paper. However, these numbers were not
necessarily an accurate reflection of everyone that
actually read the Independent. During the first fifty
years of the twentieth century, it was a common custom for
African Americans to purchase newspapers and then to share
them with others in the community. In fact, it was
possible that for each newspaper purchased, as many as nine
individuals read or had the paper.read to them.^° The
Independent even occasionally printed statements such as
’Will you stop borrowing the Independent?" and ’Do not lend
your Independent. If you subscribe and pay, why not your
neighbor?" in its society section. Therefore, it is
correct to assume .that subscription and circulation
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niombers might not accurately reflect the total readership
of the Independent
However, the paper's numbers indicate strong community
support amongst African Americans. In 1904, only one year
after its establishment, the Independent reported that its
circulation reached *10,000 Colored People." By September
1913, the paper declared itself the * largest and most
widely circulated and quoted Negro journal in the world,"
with a circulation of over 25,000. It appears that the
Independent'^ circulation numbers remained relatively
constant for the next fifteen years, and by January 1928,
the paper lai^nched a major subscription drive to add 5,000
new subscribers by December of that year, which
incidentally was the Independent's last month in operation.
It is possible that the *Great Migration" that began around
1914 affected the growth of the paper's actual circulation
list. However, the Independent did enjoy a successful
twenty-five year run as the 'standard Negro newspaper of
the South."
The Atlanta Independent was actively involved in the
d.evelopment of the local African-American community. The
paper published advertisements, articles, and editorials
that revealed community interests and values. The
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Independent also created opportunities for the creation of
social and economic networks among Atlanta's African-
American population. The paper not only participated in
the progress of the local African-American community, but
it was also a reflection of the community it served.
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The Atlanta Independent provided a legacy of
distinguished service and advocacy to the local African-
American community from 1903 until 1928. The Independent
infomed African Americans in Atlanta of the major news
events that affected their lives. The paper's coverage of
social, political and economic issues helped to foster an
identity of race consciousness and pride for the entire
community. In addition, the Independent reflected those
same values of African-American Atlanta for twenty-five
years. However, despite the Independent's significant role
in Atlanta's African-American community, various political
and economic forces contributed to its untimely demise in
1928.
Ben Davis, the Independent's founder and editor, was
largely responsible for the paper's success. Davis' fiery
editorials attracted national critical acclaim, and his
stature as a brilliant "race" man, successful businessman,
and political fixture also made him a leader in the Atlanta
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community. Ii> fact, Davis' affiliations with the Odd
Fellows and the Republican Party enabled him to open the
Independent in 1903. However/ it was the deterioration of
Davis' relationship with these organizations that
ultimately l^d to the paper's demise in 1928.
Ben Davis was a 'living embodiment of the close
alliance between blacks and the GOP." He attended every
Republican National convention between 1908 and 1945 and
held various leadership positions in the Republican Party
for over twenty years. In fact, Davis was the Republican
National Comii^itteeman from Georgia whose delegation helped
secure Herbert Hoover's nomination as the Republican
presidential candidate in 1928. Immediately after Hoover
was elected president/ he forced Davis to resign his post
as National Committeeman/ opting instead to promote the
'lily-whites/" or European-American members of the
Republican Par^y/ to leadership positions.^
Davis' ouster from the Republican Party cost him
considerable influence in Georgia. His position as
National Committeeman entitled him to issue patronage in
the local community/ which provided him with some
protection from hate groups and possibly other financial
benefits. There is no concrete evidence to indicate that
Davis received either money or favors in exchange for
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federal positions; however, in an open letter in the
Independent, Davis stated that he ’retired" from his post
because he could not longer afford ’to finance [himself] in
accordance with the dignity of the position."^ In the 29
November 1928 edition, Davis declared an end to his
political career, promising to devote his attention to the
growth of the Independent. Unfortunately, by this time,
his publication was already in a decline from which it
would not recover.
Davis' controversial relationship with the
Independent'$ primary benefactor, the Grand United Order of
Odd Fellows, also contributed to the paper's collapse. In
1889, Davis joined the Odd Fellows and quickly rose to
prominence in the organization. By 1912, he was the
District Grand Secretary for Georgia's Odd Fellows Lodge.
In that same year, Davis made a ’gentlemen's
agreement" with the Odd Fellows National Grand Master,
E. H. Morris, in which Morris promised to support Davis'
efforts as his successor. Morris reneged on the agreement
and thereby began a feud with Davis, which eventually split
the Georgia Odd Fellows and the national leadership. The
Odd Fellows leadership suspended Davis and revoked the
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charter of the Georgia lodge. The revocation of the
local Odd Fellows' charter prompted a lengthy court battle
for the Georgia lodge's substantial assets. The national
organization ordered that no endowment claim should be paid
to any members of the Georgia lodge. Dr. Alfred D. Jones,
Chief Medical Examiner of the Georgia Odd Fellows, filed
suit on behalf of the Georgia membership, claiming that the
national Odd Fellows organization was a foreign corporation
encroaching qn the property rights of a Georgia
corporation. Local courts upheld the rights of the Georgia
lodge in 1917. Despite this victory, the Georgia Odd
Fellows Lodge was dissolved in 1918, its assets greatly
depleted froni years of legal battles. Although the
national organization continued to subsidize the
Independent for another ten years, Davis' influence in the
Odd Fellows was significantly diminished.^
The onset of the Great Depression in 1929 hastened the
failure of many American banks, businesses and other
institutions. The national Odd Fellows organization
actually declared bankruptcy in 1928, losing its historic
building, and was no longer able to support the Independent
financially. As a result, the paper ceased publication in
December 1928. Furthermore, Davis' own personal fortunes
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dwindled when he lost both his political position and his
newspaper in the same year. Davis' financial woes
coincided with his political misfortunes. For many years,
Davis continued to support the Republican Party; at the
same time, he made sincere efforts to understand his son's
allegiance to the Communist Party. Ben Davis, Jr., a
member of the Communist Party, was elected to the New York
City council representing Harlem in 1944. Around this same
time, Ben Davis, Sr. may have abandoned his philosophical
and political beliefs. He moved to New York to support his
son, and there he died in 1945 at the age of 75.^
Though the newspaper's run ended rather abruptly in
1928, the historical value of the Atlanta Independent
cannot be overstated. An examination of the paper
contributes a great deal to the study of Atlanta's history
and African-American life in the early years of the
twentieth century. The Independent provides a lens through
which one can view the values, challenges, and triumphs of
the local African-American community during this time
period.
The Atlanta Independent is significant because it
reflected the city's African-American readership for a
generation. The information included in the paper offered
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a glimpse int;o the mores, beliefs, and values of a
community over a period of twenty-five years. The
Independent printed news of births, obituaries, and
marriage announcements. Inside its pages were stories of
personal achievement, such as job promotions, college
graduations, and opportunities for studies abroad. The news
of church, fraternal and social institutions was featured
prominently in the paper throughout its existence. The
'letters to the editor," consistent subscription rates, and
advertisements of African-American businesses and social
organizations reveal the extent to which the community
recognized and regarded the Independent's role. Because the
mainstream press did not cover African-American life in any
detail, the Atlanta Independent is a significant historical
resource for illuminating the lives of African Americans in
Atlanta at that time.
The paper's coverage not only provided a view into the
institutions and networks within the local African-American
community, but it also disclosed change and continuity of
community vaiues and sentiment over a period of time. This
is important because it reveals the progression of African-
American thought over a generation. While African
Americans in Atlanta consistently exhibited a sense of race
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pride and consciousness during this time period, they
still struggled with concepts of identity and ideology.
Significantly, the Atlanta Independent reflected these
philosophical struggles in its editorials, feature
articles, and advertisements.
For example, the advertisements for skin bleaching
creams and hair straightening agents were not uncommon in
African-American newspapers during that time period.
However, their consistent presence in a paper like the
Independent, which so forcefully advocated race pride and
did not rely on the revenue earned from these
advertisements, revealed the inherent struggle with
identity within the local African-American community.
Clearly, there was a demand for such products, and the
paper respon4ed, even though the advertisements seemed
contrary to its mission. Similarly, the Independent
carried the cartoon 'Simon Simple," which included a
simple, lazy, ignorant African-American character who would
best be described as a pickanniny. In a sense, the paper's
reproduction of 'Simon Simple" perpetuated this
stereotypical depiction of African-Americans, which again
seemed to contradict its philosophy.
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Despite its presentation of these negative,
stereotypical images, race pride was a consistent theme in
the Independent. The paper frequently published
photographs and stories lauding the achievements of
prominent African Americans on its front pages and
encouraged its readers to emulate these individuals. The
paper also endorsed local African-American businesses and
institutions, and it even sponsored community outreach
endeavors sugh as the Fulton Social Club, the Independent
Cafe, and the teachers' reading room to promote social,
educational, and economic advancement in the local African-
American community. This contrast in the examples provided
above clearly reveal the struggle with notions of race
consciousness and identity that beset the local African-
American community; and the Atlanta Independent
significantly mirrored that struggle in its pages.
Likewise, the Independent's editorial columns and
articles revealed shifts in ideology over time regarding
the status of African Americans. For instance, the paper
was firmly in support of the notions for African-American
progress advanced by Booker T. Washington in his ''Atlanta
Compromise" speech. The Independent heralded Washington as
the finest example of African-American manhood in several
editorials. Yet, the paper's ardent call for African-
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Americans to exercise their right to vote and its firm
indictment of the European-American man as a threat to
African-American manhood did not fit with the more
accommodating, conciliatory tone of Washington's ideas. In
fact, the Independent even indicated that political
equality for African Americans was necessary for manhood
development. The paper clearly departed from its original
guiding philosophy, embracing a more assertive course of
action for African-American progress.
The Independent's later coverage of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
and its ideals provides another example of the change and
continuity in community values over time. Again, the paper
endorsed the ideals of Booker T. Washington and generally
accepted segregation as a means to promote community social
and economic growth. The Independent was also opposed to
assimilation, suggesting that it was an impediment to the
development of African-American enterprise and manhood.
The NAACP was a known assimilationist organization, which
was associated with W. E. B. DuBois, an ideological enemy
of both Washington and Ben Davis, the paper's editor.
Therefore, no news of its activities was printed in the
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paper prior to 1915. However, in 1917, the Independent
published a declaration on its front page, praising the
local NAACP for its efforts to thwart the inequitable
division of educational monies along racial lines. In
fact, after 1915, the NAACP was mentioned both frequently
and favorably in the Independent. It is possible that
after Booker T. Washington's death in 1915, the paper's
editorial staff recognized the need to embrace different
strategies fqr the advancement of the race. Although it
never entirely abandoned from its original guiding
philosophy, the Independent did reflect the changes in
community sentiment regarding African-American ideology
over time, ^n as much as the Atlanta Independent
consistently advocated positive change and existed as a
change agent, the newspaper served the community well.
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